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INTRODUCTION

t's something of a parodox that film, the art that most resembles our

daydreams, 1s the one most difficult to bring into existence. After all, we

need only close our eyes and we are in a darkened theater of our own

making, screening the movies we'd like to see for an appreciative

audience—ourselves. Because we suppose our imaginations are naturally

cinematic it is particularly frustrating that we cannot easily commit what
seem like fully formed works of art directly to film. If only we could express
our daydreams as easily as the musician improvises a melody or as the painter
controls color and form on the canvas. Of course it's only an illusion that we
dream in sequences ready for national release. What matters is that while most
artists can easily create works in their respective mediums, accumulating
experience day after day, a filmmaker has difficulty practicing his craft unless
he can afford the considerable expense of film production.

Unfortunately, this is simply beyond the means of most artists. Even in film
schools, most students are lucky to complete two or three 16mm short films in
a period of four years, which means that only a small portion of their time 1s
spent making films. In the world of mainstream features, screenwriters and
actors who have managed to use their success to leverage a directorial
opportunity would be hard pressed to find another way to gain experience
before taking the reins of a full-scale multi-million dollar movie. This gives
new meaning to the notion of on-the-job training.

In film schools the primary method of teaching is the study of the film
technique of classic films and the styles of famous directors. There are editing
and cinematography courses, but these are largely devoted to technical
processes and procedures. Necessary as these skills are, true hands-on work
and discovery is limited.

This lack of direct experience is perpetuated in mainstream film production
where the primary creative positions—screenwriter, director, cine-
matographer and editor—divide the individual artist's vision into component
parts. There are unavoidable practical reasons for this division of labor, but
the fact that this type of organization exists doesn't mean that the filmmaker
should take management courses instead of learning the subtleties of his craft.
The compartmentalization of image, sound, language and continuity fulfills the
needs of efficiency, but it is a hierarchy that is fundamentally different from the



way in which we visualize. The question is whether the expression of this
organic, unified experience is a single craft or a combination of individual
skills. My answer, and it is a personal view, is that the visualization of shots
and sequences is very much a single craft called shot flow.

Shot by Shot is about shot flow, principally in narrative film, with the goal
of exploring the practical relationship between the three-dimensional reality of
the space in front of the camera and the two-dimensional representation on film
and on the screen. These are the two mediums in which the filmmaker must
work: the set or location, which 1s a medium in the sense that it 1s a
consciously manipulated space, and the exposed film, which resembles
traditional materials in the graphic arts.

The basic method used in this book is the side-by-side comparison of
cinematic techniques using illustrated and photographic storyboards. Unlike the
screenplay, which has been studied in depth, the storyboard is one of the least
understood or documented aspects of film production. It is used not only as an
instructional tool in this book but also as a useful technique for filmmakers
who can describe in pictures what the screenplay describes in words. What
you can expect to find in Shot by Shot is the working out of narrative and
visual problems on paper and the basic vocabulary of techniques from which
solutions can be fashioned.

If you have leafed through the book you will have seen the many photo
sequences that seem to present an encyclopedia of staging and narrative
strategies. While I hope these sections are thorough, it would be incorrect to
think of them as compendiums of stock solutions. The reasoning behind
demonstrating so many versions of such familiar strategies as the over-the-
shoulder shot is to accumulate the type of experience that would come from
lining up hundreds of shots and editing dozens of sequences. While there is no
substitute for actual filming, there is also no substitute for working out your
own storyboard, each mode of expression posing a unique and rewarding
challenge to the imagination. In all cases I have critiqued the examples in the
first person, expressing my own opinions rather than stating indisputable facts.
The point of all the examples in the book is to encourage your critical sense, so
that when you step out onto the set and face a complex staging situation you
will have the foundation from which to devise your own solutions.

There are many ways to visualize a film besides storyboarding. Video and
computers are useful alternatives, but the process of putting images together
and working out an idea in successive versions is the best way to develop a



critical eye and cinematic sense. Storyboards do not, as is often supposed,
interfere with improvisation or documentary techniques if you choose to use
them. My own experience is that artists who are driven to rewrite the rules are
never stifled by first learning traditional techniques.

Not every film and sequence should be storyboarded or even scripted in
detail, but film, which is the most protean of arts, is flexible enough to include
the preferences of any filmmaker. The classic opposition between
expressionist and realistic film styles remains unresolved, left, as always, to
the specific experience of the individual filmmaker. For me, the design of a
sequence, like writing, i1s one of the great pleasures of narrative filmmaking.
While the search for the perfect sequence may involve a great deal of hair
pulling (my own) and dozens of takes, a few graceful shots in the finished film
make the effort worthwhile.






ABOUT THE PHOTOGRAPHSAND
STORYBOARDS USED IN THIS
BOOK

The photoboards used in this book were shot with a Nikon F3 and an Olympus
OM2n using a variety of fixed focal length and zoom lenses on Kodak
Panatomic x and Plus x films. As often as possible I have tried to approximate
the compositional qualities of the most widely used motion picture formats, but
for a variety of technical reasons (discrepancies in the measurement of focal
lengths by lens manufacturers and the difficulty in determining exact focal
lengths of zoom lenses at discrete positions throughout their range, for
example), differences are inevitable.

35mm SLR cameras use an aspect ratio of approximately 1.5:1, which is
somewhere between the full Academy aspect ratio of 1.33:1 and the 1.65:1
ratio popular in Europe. Therefore, cropping was necessary during the printing
stage to widen the frame to the various wide-screen aspect ratios in common
use for theatrically released motion pictures. There are three aspect ratios
demonstrated in the book: 1.5:1, 1.85:1 normal wide screen and the extreme
wide screen proportions of CinemaScope and Panavision 70mm 2.35:1.

For all these reasons, the focal lengths and apertures accompanying many of
the storyboard photographs should be considered estimates. Duplicating the
same perspective, depth of field, focal length and composition with a motion
picture camera and lens will necessarily yield a different focal length.

Sadly, production art is rarely preserved with any consistency by the movie
industry. The production illustrations in this book are frequently reproductions
of photocopies of original art, the originals having long since disappeared,
even in the case of recent films. The result is that much of the shading and tonal
quality of the work is lost. Even in the case of the most deteriorated
reproductions, however, the work has been reproduced in the more costly half-
tone process to preserve as much of the tonal range as possible.

Because storyboards and production art vary considerably in size, reflecting
the particular use, style of the illustrator and preferences of the director, most
of the artwork has been reduced to fit the format of the book. Some of the



illustrations were reduced as much as 50%, but in all cases the individual
artists were consulted in order that the best presentation be made consistent
with the space available.



Part 1l

Visualization:
The Process

“Vision is the art of seeing things invisible”

Jonathan Swift



1 VISUALIZATION

If you've ever seen a boy lying in the grass, eye-level with his toy soldiers,
then you've seen the impulse that is the visual basis of the Hollywood movie.
The boy 1s framing the action as a filmmaker might, eye-level with his
miniature figures so that charge and retreat are all around him. Up close, the
toys are no longer painted miniatures, but life-size warriors moving in a world
that 1s not to be observed but experienced.

In his landmark book Qu'est-ce que le Cinéma? French film critic André
Bazin used the term presence to describe the moviegoer's sense that he is
within the same spatial/temporal continuum as the picture on the screen. He
regarded this illusion as the fulfillment of a tradition of verisimilitude in
western painting that began with the discovery of linear perspective during the
Renaissance. This geometrical way of depicting space enabled painters to
create pictures that were a reasonably accurate representation of three-
dimensional reality on a two-dimensional surface. Photography is able to
achieve the same effect automatically, and the viewer sees a result that shares
the optical qualities of human vision.

But motion pictures takes the illusion one step further and convey the
experience of seeing things as they happen or, as Bazin referred to it, presence
—something that both painting and photography fail to convey completely. This
1s because when we view a painting or photograph we are always aware of the
surface of the picture. Something very different happens when we are viewing
a film. Instead of seeing the picture surface we are included in the pictorial
space projected on the screen as if it were real three-dimensional space.

The Continuity Style

The nearly perfect illusion of depth was what set motion pictures apart from
all other methods of reproduction in the graphic arts at the turn of the century.
The editorial and photographic strategies of Griffith, Porter and the other
pioneer filmmakers built on this basic tendency of the motion picture viewing
experience, avoiding any sort of technique that drew attention to the illusion
itself. This was in keeping with their immediate artistic heritage, largely



nineteenth century theater, literature, magazine and book illustration and
photography. As it turns out, many of the basic strategies of the movies that we
have come to call cinematic, or at least the conventions of what i1s known as
the “continuity style” were developed or suggested in the popular art of the
nineteenth century.

Today, the style has broadened to include some of the conventions of cinéma
verité, experimental and avant-garde film, but is largely faithful to the original
storytelling strategies of the Hollywood movie, which by now is an
international style. The ideas in this book are taken from this basic vocabulary
of techniques, but filmmakers will find that learning this style should not inhibit
experimentation. In fact, in the 1980s two other popular visual forms, the
television commercial and the music video, borrowed a variety of techniques
from avant-garde and experimental films and introduced them to a mass
audience. In the future, this will probably permit filmmakers to further extend
the range of the continuity style.

My expectation is that a filmmaker who learns the various framing and
staging ideas of the continuity style will gain a heightened awareness of
composition, editing patterns and three-dimensional design. Even if he chooses
to reject every specific strategy that is outlined in this book, he will be better
prepared to strike out on his own.

Visualization

It's a conjurer's word really. How else would you describe something that
turns dreams into reality or makes the imaginary visible? Magical as it sounds,
visualization was just another description of the creative process until the
human potential movement discovered that it could be put to work.

The promise is that we all have the power to decide our destiny, one image
at a time, if we learn to channel our creative energies. Sports psychologists
were the first to use visualization this way, instructing athletes to envision
themselves executing an event perfectly—what amounts to visual chanting,
This latest version of positive thinking is probably beneficial if there is a
specific goal to picture, but how does the artist use visualization? What goal
does he imagine?

The answer is that the artist rarely has a specific goal in mind when he
begins work, so that the process of visualization is actually the search for a
goal rather than the attainment of one. This is quite different from seeing an



image in the mind's eye and trying to duplicate it in some medium, which is
essentially what the athlete does when he pictures an exercise he has done
thousands of times in practice. While the ability to create a work precisely in
the imagination might seem like a great advantage to an artist, I don't think that
has very much to do with the creative process, nor does it sound like much fun.

This more or less brings me to my own view, that visualization isn't a
strictly cerebral process, but rather the merging of the physical act of making
or doing with several different mental processes that together we call
imagination. It isn't until our visions emerge in a raw state while we are at
work drawing, writing or editing a film sequence that our creative energy is
fully engaged in the process of visualization.

The handiest real-life description of the visualization process I can offer is
my experience writing even this brief chapter. This is draft number three of
Chapter 1, parts of which are new, based on selected ideas from two other
chapters that were cut. But a little more than a year ago, before I began writing,
I imagined that the content and the language for this chapter was right at hand,
and that inner yoice that speaks to writers in seemingly finished prose was
whispering as deceptively as ever.

For me, the actual work of visualization was in all the drafts and revisions.
As I understand it, the imagination does not guide the hand, but is led by the
hand when we have forgotten ourselves in the application of some craft. Once
each stage of invention is committed to some substantial form, it is like a
mirror revealing the imagination to itself. Suddenly, things we did not see
before become clear, or new possibilities emerge, and there is new material to
work with. This twofold experience of imagining through craft, and the
revelation at what has been created, is my understanding of visualization.

All this is pertinent to the filmmaker's craft since the two most important
aspects of visualization, the physical connection with the medium and the
opportunity to review and refine work as it is created, are hard to implement
because of the complexity of film production. The problem is greatest for the
narrative filmmaker whose work must be financed by a company or institution
and who has to work within the high-pressure environment of a production
schedule. Under these circumstances, hands-on visualization is restricted to the
screenplay, which, unfortunately, is not a graphically specific form.

In practical terms, visualization is the interaction of two types of activities:
immediacy and reflection. In film, immediacy means devising the content of the
shots and their order in a sequence in a single, uninterrupted process. The goal



is to evaluate the materials moment to moment as they are shaped, trying many
combinations of ideas and comparing them instantly.

Reflection is really nothing more than a good night's sleep between drafts of
a screenplay, versions of a storyboard or rehearsals with the cast. Reflection is
the process that restores balance to the intense and myopic relationship to the
materials that immediacy produces. Visualization must include hands-on
picture making in some tangible medium. Making ideas visible before they are
put in front of the camera is a necessity.

The filmmaker who fills the blank page of a screenplay with a tightly
composed scene may still be very far from knowing what shots will ultimately
tell the story he is writing. But what happens if he is presented with an empty
frame representing the first shot of the same scene?

Now the filmmaker is confronted with a variety of visual decisions that the
screenplay does not address. The blank square may at first seem daunting, but
filling it in 1s not a final statement, only the beginning of visualization. Each
stage of the process, which requires dedication and a sense of fun, is most
active when we are open to new ideas. Most often these appear as fragmentary,
illusory images or incomplete thoughts that must be discovered. And discovery
comes as one stage in the working process.

It begins with an alertness to visual possibilities. Artists and photographers
generally agree that their visual memory improves when practicing their crafts.
This ability to remember the past is an aid to envisioning in the present. After
alertness comes exploration. The first line in the panel of a storyboard should
be made with a sense of freedom. There 1s no such thing as a mistake in
visualization, only alternative ideas. And exploration ultimately leads to
discovery.

These are all stages of thought, each one leading to the next. The process is
only completed when the filmmaker has created something he can use.
Knowing when to stop working on an idea is as much a part of visualization as
devising dozens of shots for a sequence.

Visualization is only one step in the filmmaking process. A film cannot be
designed solely on paper, whether this is the script or a storyboard.
Storyboards or any other visualization tool will change when the shooting
begins. The goal, however, is not to visualize to eliminate decisions on the set
or to streamline the production process (though this is often beneficial).
Visualization is a way of coming up with new visual and narrative ideas before
shooting begins. This may be merely a single arresting image in a scene or the



decision to stage action for a long sequence shot rather than fast cutting. It may
help you find the dramatic center of the scene, or it may reveal a dishonest line
of dialogue. Surprisingly, the individual compositions in a storyboard are not
necessarily the main benefit of visualization. If the staging of a scene is
previewed on paper and subsequently improved, then the storyboard has
helped focus the vision in the final film.

Underlying this approach to filmmaking is the drive to create great
sequences. From the moment a script exists and work commences, the director
should strive to make every shot and every sequence count. Relinquishing this
task to others is not what is meant by collaboration. Cinematographers and
editors do their best work when the director is contributing and setting high
standards for design.



2 PRODUCTION DESIGN

Whether or not the director is the main visualizer for a film, the
development and implementation of the visual plan is the responsibility of
the production designer and his staff. This organization of the creative forces is
necessary whenever storytellers hope to control the time and setting of a
picture, even when the subjects are simple events set in the present. The notion
of designing the mise-en-scene of a film, rather than photographing available
reality, first evolved in part because of the needs of fiction, but also because of
the economic considerations of production—the twin engines of evolution and
change in the Hollywood studio system from its very beginnings.

The emergence of the art director as a creative and key organizational
position began early in the silent period when movies were still greatly
influenced by the theater. Typically, the art director was a scenic designer, and
the early sets were little more than painted backdrops and some furniture. The
move from stage flats to constructed sets was inevitable— Griffith, with his
refinement of multiple viewpoints, had seen to that. But it was the short-lived
influence of the Italian cinema that challenged Griffith and the rest of the
American movie industry to match Italian production standards.

Two Italian productions, Quo Vadis? (1912) and Cabiria (1913), were the
most ambitious and technically sophisticated films of their time. Both used
fully constructed and meticulously detailed sets, artificial lighting effects and
limited moving camera. Their enormous success briefly overshadowed
Griffith's work during this period, but inspired to a considerable extent the
scope of his most innovative mature films, Judith of Bethulia (1913), Birth of
a Nation (1915) and Intolerance (1916).

The rapidly increasing complexity of the physical production of a movie
during the mid-teens, including constructed sets and the greater mobility of the
camera, required greater cooperation between the art director and the
cinematographer. Art directors discovered that the graphic illusions they were
expected to provide were dependent on the camera. They learned to use partial
sets to exploit the camera's limited view, and matte shots and models to
replace scenic backdrops. By necessity, art directors were involved in the
photographic decisions required to implement these new cinematic techniques



and in so doing made the transition from theatrical to screen design.

As the feature became the dominant form in the movies, survival for any
company meant producing films rapidly and efficiently. The practice of
shooting scenes out of sequence became common, and craftspeople might work
on several movies simultaneously, making props, sets or costumes in the newly
built studios at Universal City, Inceville or Culver City. Following nineteenth
century principles of mass production, jobs became specialized, and
departments were established for each phase of production, including
scriptwriting, set construction, properties, costumes, cinematography and
editing.

By 1915 scenery, props and costumes built for one movie were being stored
for later use on another. The departmental system in the studios required
greater organization and communication between departments, and because the
most complex, expensive and labor-intensive areas were related to
construction, the art director became the logical choice to administer much of
the production process. Unlike the cameraman and director, the art director
possessed a language in the form of blueprints, concept sketches and models
that the craftspeople in other departments understood. At the same time, the
pictorial possibilities of the frame, suggested in the work of Griffith and a few
other leading directors, raised the visual ante in the industry. Always on the
lookout for new talent, the studios began recruiting magazine illustrators and
architects to inject new ideas into the fledgling art departments and handle the
increasingly ambitious productions that audiences expected. It was because the
art department was able to plan a production that Hollywood became a
successful movie factory capable of turning out hundreds of features and shorts
throughout the silent period.

The next stage of development in the art department occurred in the '20s
with the rise of the German cinema. During World War I several of the smaller
production companies in Germany were combined into Ufa (Universum Film
Aktien Gesellschaft), a single studio with mammoth stages and considerable
state funding. This support, and the magnificent studios at Potsdam-Badelsberg,
made technical and stylistic innovation driven by German Expressionism and
the Kammerspielfilm possible. These two movements, one featuring fantastic
subjects and the other naturalistic and somber subjects, were both darkly
psychological and dependent on highly stylized settings and camera technique.
In many ways Ufa, and its most important directors, writers and craftsmen—
Karl Mayer, Karl Struss, Fritz Lang, FW. Murnau, G.W. Pabst and A. E.



Dupont—set the pace for film design in the '20s, contributing advances in
mobile camera, subjective viewpoints and more sharply angular compositions.

Ufa incorporated the staging tradition of Wagnerian opera with its colossal
and complicated sets in many films, not only showcasing the talents of the art
director, but establishing that an artificial setting could add enormously to the
emotional power of a film. It also proved that movies, even those with
considerable exterior scenes, could be shot entirely in a controllable studio
environment, which, when sound arrived at the end of the '20s, became an even
more important factor in art direction.

Hollywood wasted no time in borrowing the aesthetic innovations of Ufa,
first in coproductions, and later by importing the best European directors and
cameramen while moving closer to the total studio environment approach to
movie-making. By the end of the silent period the studio system in Hollywood
was fully in place, with the art director now the head of a department that was
largely responsible for the mise-en-scene of every film produced at a given
studio. This resulted in the highly recognizable visual styles of the major
studios during the sound period, each style generally attributed to the tastes of
the supervising art director. The Twentieth Century Fox look was shaped by
William Darling, Richard Day and Lyle Wheeler; Warner Brothers had the
gritty realism preferred by Anton Grot; MGM had the luxurious, high-key look
of Cedric Gibbons; Paramount had the European sophistication of Hans Dreier;
Universal, the moody darkness of Herman Rosse and Charles D. Hall. And at
RKO, Van Nest Polglase oversaw the styling of the Astaire-Rogers musicals
and Citizen Kane.

The ascendency of the art director continued throughout the sound period
until a new title was invented for his expanded responsibilities. In 1939
William Cameron Menzies accepted an Academy Award for the newly created
position of Production Designer for Gone With The Wind. Only ten years
earlier he had received the Academy Award for art direction at the first
Awards ceremony.

Though the production designer's specific responsibilities may vary slightly
from film to film, he has a far more comprehensive role than that of the art
director. In addition to designing the overall style of the sets, props and
costumes, he 1s also intimately involved with the shot flow and dynamic
elements of film design as well. A good example of this i1s Menzies'
contributions to Gone With the Wind, for which he drew thousands of
elaborate continuity sketches detailing the composition, staging and editing



points for each shot of the film. Menzies helped elevate the production
designer to the inner circle of the production team, joining the director,
camerman, editor, and, in some instances, the writer, as one of the prime shot
and sequence designers of a film.

Production Illustration

Today, the centralized art departments of bygone studio days no longer exist
and production teams are assembled for each film. Still, a production designer
will try to work with people he has worked well with in the past, and the
producer usually permits him to assemble his own team, lending at least some
continuity to working relationships. Included in the team are the key positions
of art director, prop stylist, draftsman, production illustrator and costume
designer.

Each member of the art department contributes illustrations that fall into
three basic categories:

Concept and Final Design Illustrations: These are used to describe individual elements
for a production, including sets, props, costumes, makeup and special effects. These are
individual illustrations intended to establish a style and visual direction and do not
necessarily depict a shot or sequence in the film.

Plans, Elevations and Projections: These are the highly technical descriptions that give
the exact specifications needed to manufacture or fabricate whatever is depicted more
evocatively in the design illustrations.

Continuity Sketches and Storyboards: These are the sequential panels that describe the
individual compositions of each shot and their order in each scene of a film.

Concept and Final Design Illustrations

Many production illustrations are no more than quick sketches, thumbnails or
roughs—whatever is necessary to get an idea across quickly during the early
stages of production. These are ultimately developed for more formal
presentations and precise communication into finished design illustrations,
which are fully realized renderings, some as big as 30 X 40 in. Their purpose
is to indicate the mood and feeling of a set, location, costume or makeup.



Therefore, color, lighting and style are more important than a technically exact
physical description. For this reason, a dramatic presentation is best, and
finished conceptuais are usually executed in a traditional illustration medium
like gouache, tempera, oils, wa-tercolor, colored inks, acrylics or mixed-
media. A fully rendered illustration is usually employed for each of the basic
locations or environments of a film.

In the case of Star Wars, production illustrator Ralph McQuarrie initially
made detailed paintings of eight major scenes, which established the pictorial
tone for the entire movie and helped sell the project to a studio. Though many
hundreds of additional drawings and paintings were made by other artists after
McQuarrie's initial ideas, they were largely faithful to his original concepts.

An example of a concept illustration by production illustrator Joe Musso
(now the president of the Matte Painters and Production Illustrators Union) is
seen below. This gouache painting was used for Hitchcock's Torn Curtain and
depicts the office of a Communist East Berlin Security Chief who is speaking
with a U.S. scientist (Paul Newman) and his girlfriend (Julie Andrews).
Outside the window are the bombed-out ruins of old Berlin, which Hitchcock
included to contrast with the modern office interior as a reminder of the
historical context of the story. The ruins were eventually added in a matte
painting by Albert Whitlock.

Concept illustration by Joe Musso for Torn Curtain.




The Purple Rose of Cairo: Set sketches by Production Designer Stuart
Wurtzel.
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Two rare concept sketches for Citizen Kane appear on page 11. The first is
an interior of the great hall in Kane's estate, Xanadu; the second, the empty
pool and deteriorated awnings of the bathhouse outside.

Another example of concept illustration, set sketches for two beautifully
realized scenes in The Purple Rose of Cairo by Production Designer Stuart
Waurtzel, appear above and on page 13. Accompanying the illustrations are the
photographs of the sets as they appeared in the films. Both were filmed on
location in upstate New York. Since The Purple Rose of Cairo featured a film
within a film, Wurtzel had to create both the real world of the mid-thirties and



a convincing recreation of a studio set for a drawing-room movie comedy of
the same period.

™

Following these illustrations are two set sketches by Richard Sylbert, the
production designer for such films as Chinatown, The Graduate, Catch 22 and
Dick Tracy. His set sketches for Reds and Splendor in the Grass are examples
of an assured and illustrative style.



Set sketches by Production Designer Richard Sylbert. Top: Reds; bottom:
Splendor in the Grass.

Architectural Drawings

When the concepts for sets, costumes and props depicted in the finished
illustrations are accepted, technical design work begins. This means
determining the actual materials and mechanical solutions needed for
construction and describing them in dimensionally accurate line drawings.
Plans of this type are completed by draftsmen working for the art director and
production designer, and in the case of the set design, this must conform to
theatrical building codes and accepted architectural standards.
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Diagram 2.1: A typical concept sketch.

There are four basic types of architectural illustrations used in production
design: the plan, the elevation, the section and the projection. The first three
types of drawings are related views. Taken together they provide all the
information the building crew needs to understand the construction of an
object, building or set.

Plans, Sections and Elevations

APLAN is atop view of an object, looking down at a cross-section as though a knife had
cut across the entire building and the uppermost half had been removed. A building plan
can be a floor plan, ceiling plan, roof plan or site plan (the land on which the building is
located) depending on where the cut is made in the building. In film or theatrical work
one works most often with floor plans, since a full-building structure is rarely required.
Plans are drawn to scale and include precise dimensions.

A SECTION VIEW usually refers to a profile (side view) of an object or building as
though one end had been sliced off to reveal a cross section. Aplan can also be
considered a section view.

ELEVATIONS are front and side views of an object. They are included alongside plans
and drawn to the same scale.

Diagram 2.2 shows a typical layout for a plan, section and elevation of the
house in the concept sketch (Diagram 2.1).

Unlike a concept sketch in which receding surfaces converge at the horizon
to indicate perspective, plans, sections and elevations are drawn using



orthographic projection. This means that the surfaces parallel in the object are
also drawn parallel on the drawing.
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Diagram 2.2: The three views used in blue prints.

Projections

It is possible to use the plan and elevation for a set as a basis for a perspective
drawing illustrating how the finished set will appear to the camera for any
combination of lens and camera positions. This type of drawing is called
camera angle projection.

Here 1s how this type of illustration is useful: A scene in a movie calls for a
plane to burst into flames in an aircraft hangar. A suitable location is found in a
real hangar, and a false wall is built that can be set on fire. The new wall cuts
the shooting space in half. The director had hoped to get a full shot of the
plane, but that may be difficult now that the false wall has eliminated so much
room. A very wide lens could be used to include the entire airplane within its
view, but unfortunately this causes displeasing distortion.

Had the production designer used camera angle projections, the director
would have seen all the problems on paper before the set was built. At the



same time, the set designer might have learned that he only needed to build half
the wall, since that is all the camera could view from any position in the
hangar. In addition to previewing sets and interior locations, camera angle
projection is particularly useful for effects shots such as glass paintings or
matte shots, miniatures or forced perspective sets.

Set projection sketch by Camille Abbott for Flashdance.

Harold Michelson has told me that when he first began in the art department
in the late '40s, camera angle projection was routinely used and known by
every illustrator in the art department. Projections were created for nearly
every set that was constructed, helping to cut down on “overbuilding” and
refining the proportions of set designs by taking into account the lens used to
photograph them. Today the opposite is true, and many of the younger
production illustrators are not familiar with this excellent tool.

Appearing above and on page 18 are two projection sketches based on plans
and elevations provided by a production designer. The first is by Camille
Abbott for the attic set in Flashdance. Abbott is a versatile and experienced
production illustrator. She is particularly knowledgeable in projection drawing
and 1s frequently consulted as a specialist for complex set projections.

The Flashdance art is drawn wider than the 1.85:1 aspect ratio because a
pan shot was anticipated for the scene. Using Abbott's projection, the
production designer, director and cameraman would know precisely how the
set would look to the camera for the lens specified in the drawing. A change in
lens or camera position would require a different projection drawing.

The second projection sketch is by Mentor Huebner for the movie Harlem
Nights. In addition to being a projection for a set that exists only on paper, it is
also a fully worked out conceptual drawing showing the lighting, staging,
costumes and the character of the scene. A director would not only have a very
accurate idea of what his set will look like from a particular angle, but would



also gain from the many visual suggestions inherent in the detail that has been
included. The original art was drawn 18 % 24 in. in charcoal and is typical of
Huebner's wonderful draftsmanship. He has earned a reputation as one of the
premier artists in his field. Indeed, his highly finished conceptual illustrations
and continuity illustrations have earned Huebner the specialized title of
primary production illustrator or primary visual conceptual artist.
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Projection sketch by Mentor Huebner for Harlem Nights.

When a projection drawing is rendered as fully as the Harlem Nights
conceptual it is one of the most powerful tools available to the art department
and the director. (If you're interested in learning to project from plans and
elevations or from photographs, Appendix I features a complete explanation of
the Michelson method.)

Models

Scaled models are another visualization tool borrowed from the field of
architecture. Unlike storyboards or concept sketches, models are used to



visualize the three-dimensional space that the camera records rather than the
two-dimensional space that the audience will see on the screen. They are an
excellent visual aid for determining staging and camera setups but also help
with planning what goes on behind the camera. Models that include the space
surrounding a set or the on-camera location can be used by the production
manager to find the best way to move crew, cast and equipment when large
numbers of people appear in a scene.

Models are built in many materials. Cardboard, foamcore, balsa wood and
modeling clay are the most common, but toy soldiers, cars and model railroad
accessories are an excellent resource for ready-made buildings and foliage in
a variety of scales.

Continuity Sketches and Storyboards

The detailed use of continuity sketches (as they were originally called in live
action) probably began with Walt Disney in his first animated films. Webb
Smith i1s the Disney animator credited with the invention of the storyboard in
the early '30s, but this is a specialized use of the term. Continuity sketches (six
to a page) showing the important action and cutting points in Disney's Oswald
the Lucky Rabbit series were used as early as 1927. The following year
continuity scripts containing key panels and typed descriptions of action for
Steamboat Willie were also routine at Disney. What Smith contributed a few
years later was the display of dozens of continuity sketches that were pinned
up on a single wall-board—hence the term storyboards—allowing animators,
especially the story-conscious Disney, to get the overview of an entire story.

Elsewhere in the movie industry at this time storyboards were still not the
accepted norm for planning live-action movies, though art departments drew
set designs and individual concept sketches that indicated camera angles. But
by 1932 Disney was an international success and already the supreme animator
of the day. Live-action art directors working in Hollywood would certainly
have been aware of some of the innovations going on at the Disney Studios,
including the use of storyboards. Even without Disney's influence, storyboards'
nearest kin, the comic strips, were an established tradition for most Americans
in the '30s, and the idea that a movie could be visualized in individual panels
was probably an inevitable development.

Art director and production designer Gene Allen (the first President of the
Storyboard and Matte Painters Union in 1953; now president of the Art



Directors Guild) began his career in the Warner Brothers art department in
1937. Allen told me that continuity boards were already an established method
of mapping out scenes in the mid-'30s and that at least eight full-time continuity
sketch artists were working in the art department under the supervision of
department head Anton Grot. In the studio system, the physical design of a
movie was handled entirely by the art department. The art director worked out
set designs and costumes and the continuity of the picture, aided by the staff
artists. Only after the picture had been designed on paper (and with many sets
built as well) would the director and cameraman join the picture. This
procedure was extremely efficient, and 1f it resulted in generic graphic
solutions much of the time, it also permitted major stars and directors to make
as many as three pictures a year. When John Huston began directing at the
height of this system, he knew the value of preplanning. Years later Huston
would say, “I completely storyboarded The Maltese Falcon because I didn't
want to lose face with the crew: I wanted to give the impression I knew what |
was doing”

While the studio system and its organizational methods are gone,
storyboards are still in far greater use than is generally acknowledged. The
myth that movies are made up by directors on the set frequently begins with the
director and is perpetuated by critics, reviewers, film historians and the
publicity departments of the distribution companies. A director may, in fact, be
the main visual architect of a film, but the invented-on-the-set description of
the production process is largely false. Only in experimental and independent
film can one find completely self-sufficient hyphenates—the writer-director-
cameraman-editors—and even their working method might include a great deal
of planning and careful preparation before shooting.

Of the several types of production illustration, the storyboard is the most
useful tool the filmmaker has for visualizing his ideas and the one most directly
related to his responsibilities. In the next chapter we will look at the work of
individual continuity artists and the wide range of styles and approaches they
use in planning the shot flow of a film.

An example of storyboard art for the movie Her Alibi begins below. As you
will see, Huebner draws the entire scene of the action and frames the subject
afterward as a cinematographer might. Not all storyboard artists use this
technique, but it is particularly useful in indicating panning shots and camera
movement.
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Storyboard by Mentor Huebner for Her Alibi.
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Storyboards by Mentor Huebner for Her Alibi.
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Storyboards by Mentor Huebner for Her Alibi.
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3 STORYBOARDS

aurice Zuberano, one of the most respected production illustrators and art

directors in the trade, has called the storyboard the “diary of the film.” If
so0, 1t 1s a diary written about future events. What he was getting at, though, 1s
that the storyboard is the private record of the visualization process, one of the
reasons so few of them survive intact. Frequently, it is the evidence that the
look of a film was the work of someone other than the director. For directors
without a strong visual sense the storyboard illustrator is the shot-flow
designer, essential to the structuring, staging and composition of shots and
sequences.

Of course, there are directors who are as visually sophisticated as any
member of the production staff and, in the narrative sense, perhaps more so.
Hitchcock, who is probably associated with storyboarding more than any other
director, used elaborate boards to refine his vision and control the filmmaking
process, ensuring that his original intention was translated to the screen.

For Hitchcock, who began in films as an art director, it was also a way of
making sure that he was credited with the design of his films. He liked to say
that his movies were finished before they were ever made, before the
cinematographer or editor touched a piece of film. This is confirmed by the
fact that he rarely looked through the camera viewfinder on the set, since it was
merely a photographic equivalent of a storyboard that had been finalized
earlier.

Hitchcock influenced a whole generation of filmmakers in the '60s who
already had affection for continuity graphics in the comics, which, like jazz and
the blues, were beginning to be recognized as an American art form at that
time. The most famous filmmaker of that generation, Steven Spielberg,
generally recognized as the premier visualizer of the entertainment directors,
has published collections of production art from his collaborations with
George Lucas, bringing further attention to the use of storyboards and
production illustration. Without storyboards, Spielberg's complex staging and
kinetic effects would not have the lapidary polish that has become the hallmark
of his work and the goal of many young filmmakers.

It would be easy to dismiss the current interest in storyboarding as further
proof that today's Hollywood filmmakers have little knowledge of fiction
outside comic books and that they are more comfortable with storyboards and



action than ideas. But the truth is that many films are storyboarded regardless
of subject matter. It may even be that films without a great deal of action
benefit more from storyboards than kinetic subjects. Even Jean-Luc Godard,
who throughout his career discarded or subverted the continuity devices shared
by comic strip illustrators and classical Hollywood films, used storyboards at
times to work out the connections between shots. Storyboards are merely a tool
and need not reflect any style or content besides that which the individual
filmmaker cares to show.

Storyboards serve two purposes: First, they allow a filmmaker to
previsualize his ideas and refine them in the same way a writer develops i1deas
through successive drafts; secondly, they serve as the clearest language to
communicate ideas to the entire production team. Admittedly, the
communication value of storyboards grows with the complexity of the
production, but storyboards are not restricted to action scenes and big-budget
productions. Even small, dramatic films can benefit from storyboards, helping
the director to refine mood and dialogue.

The Director's Role in Storyboarding

Every filmis a unique blend of talents and personalities, and the responsibility
for the look of a film is shared in varying degrees by the production designer,
director, cinematographer and editor. In recent years, the trend has been for the
director to work directly with a sketch artist, shifting some of the
responsibility for continuity away from the production designer. It's important
to remember, however, that a highly visual director has always been able to
take charge of a picture despite the working system of the studio. Now that
there are no longer studios to impose a house style, this is even more true.
Directors with some training in the graphic arts or a penchant for drawing—
Hitchcock and Ridley Scott are two examples—may furnish rough storyboards
of their own to be refined by the regular storyboard artist. Sherman Labby, a
production illustrator much in demand, worked with Ridley Scott on the film
Blade Runner and spoke of the evocative line drawings (affectionately named
ridleygrams) he received for many scenes from director Scott. Director/artists
have also included such stylists as Eisenstein, Fellini and Kurosawa, all of
whom have storyboarded sequences or contributed elaborate conceptual
sketches to their films. Even directors without a particular skill in drafting,
such as Steven Spielberg and George Miller, occasionally make stick figure



drawings to explain a specific composition or staging. Even when the director
has a clear plan in mind, however, he will encourage the storyboard artist to
contribute ideas.

Paul Power, one of the newer production illustrators with experience in
comics and film, enjoys collaborating with the director working out each scene
in long brainstorming sessions. Sometimes this includes reading the dialogue
and acting out scenes page by page from the script with the director stopping
only to make rough sketches. Later, these will be turned into more refined
drawings for further discussion. His involvement in the staging and dramatic
concept of a film has led Power to describe the type of illustration he does in
the panels as “acting with a pencil.” Power's defines the production
illustrator's responsibility as helping the director find the means to express his
vision. In fact, the primacy of the director was a consistent theme with all the
production illustrators I spoke with. In a way, the very craft of storyboarding
teaches an illustrator to be flexible. Since they are accustomed to refining a
sequence through constant revisions, production illustrators recognize that
there are many solutions to any problem. The challenge of collaboration is
interpreting the director's view of the script.

Schedules

Production illustrators may work on a film for 2 weeks or for more than a year,
depending on the complexity of the production and the needs of the director.
While it 1s hard to pin down an average schedule, the thorough storyboarding
of an entire film, as opposed to select action sequences, usually requires a
minimum of 3-4 months. For large productions with elaborate sets and effects
several sketch artists may be needed and in some cases, the production
designer contributes continuity sketches as well. Even when more than one
artist is at work, a complex film may require a year to storyboard. It should be
mentioned, however, that this longer schedule does not reflect drawing time as
much as the necessity of waiting for each element of the production (locations
and sets) to be designed before storyboarding work can proceed.

Skills Required by Storyboard Artists

A production illustrator must understand staging, editing and composition and
be thoroughly familiar with the use of lenses in cinematography. He should be
a facile draftsman adept at drawing the human figure in a variety of poses



without resorting to models or photographs. He also needs to be able to work
quickly under the pressure of deadlines and to adapt to the look and feel of
different historical periods and exotic locations. This doesn't mean research
material isn't used. A sketch artist isn't expected to know period clothing or
what the interior of a submarine or the skyline of Nepal looks like. But a good
visual memory is invaluable since he will have limited time to find references
for any series of sketches.

Reference and Research

In the later stages of design, the sketch artist will base his illustrations on
photographs of the actual locations chosen by the director, production designer
and cinematographer, or he may visit the location in person and photograph his
own reference shots. In the case of the film La Bamba, the biography of rock
and roll musician Ritchie Vallens, storyboarder Paul Power immersed himself
in Mexican culture, visiting the locations where Vallens actually lived and
meeting with members of his family. Power worked on the boards for several
months before shooting and stayed with the production during actual shooting
to make adjustments to the boards as filming progressed. An excerpt from Paul
Power's opening storyboard for La Bamba begins on page 26.

For a relatively low budget film, Power's experience on La Bamba was
enviable. In general, the storyboard illustrators in today's moviemaking
environment have less time to refine their boards than in the past. Perversely,
this excellent tool, which can save producers a great deal of time and money, 1s
one of the first items in the budget to be reduced or eliminated. Several
production illustrators have told me that there is a general tendency to use less
refined boards for fewer scenes, though the directors who know that this is
penny-wise and pound-foolish demand the time for proper storyboarding.



Storyboard for La Bamba by Paul Power.



Storyboard for La Bamba by Paul Power.

In the days of the studio, when storyboard artists were on staff, the average
level of execution in production illustration was probably higher. While there
are illustrators today who are capable of producing work equal to the best of
the past, the general shifting of money from below-the-line to above-the-line
expenses has begun to adversely affect production illustration and ultimately



the productions themselves.

Style

Beginning on page 29 are five storyboards from Citizen Kane. These are good
examples of how continuity sketches can convey the visual flow and mood of a
sequence and are typical of the type of work produced at the studios in the '30s
and '40s. Credit is given at the bottom of one of the drawings to director Orson
Welles, art director Van Nest Polglase and his associate Perry Ferguson. This
1s somewhat misleading and one of the many unattractive aspects of the studio
system. In actuality, Ferguson was the art director on Citizen Kane, and
Polglase was head of the entire RKO art department. Ferguson did the actual
design work for Citizen Kane while Polglase's responsibility was largely
managerial; he was not involved in most of the specific creative decisions.
Unfortunately, under the studio system, production illustrators were not
allowed to sign their work, making it difficult today to assign credit to
individual drawings.

Ferguson worked in close collaboration with Welles on the conception of
the scenes, which was then turned into sketches, set drawings and storyboards
by illustrators in the RKO art department. According to credits listed in The
Making of Citizen Kane by Robert C. Carringer, there were five illustrators on
Kane: Charles Ohmann is listed as Principal Sketch Artist, while Al Abbott,
Claude Gillingwater, Jr., Albert Pyke and Maurice Zuberano are listed under
the heading, Sketches and Graphics. There may have been other artists who
contributed sketches, and oftentimes more than one artist would work on a
drawing or storyboard. In the studio system it was not unusual for illustrators
in the art department to work on projects thay were not assigned to when the
work needed to be done.

The first storyboard on page 29 is a four-panel sequence of the Thatcher
Library. These charcoal sketches are a better example of set design and mood
than of editing continuity, and the gothic lighting is very close to the way the
scene appeared in the film.

The second sequence pictured is a more conventional continuity board and
shows a scene deleted from the script. The sequence is a recollection by
Kane's guardian, financier Walter Thatcher, of a trip to Rome to see Kane on
his twenty-fifth birthday. Descriptions below each panel describe the basic
action of the scene, transitions and camera movement.



In the next series Kane meets Susan Alexander for the first time outside a
drugstore. The basic action of the scene is quite close to the filmed version, but
the camera angles and staging are very different.

Storyboard for the Thatcher Library scene in Citizen Kane.
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Storyboard of the Rome sequence deleted from Citizen Kane.
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Kane meets Susan Alexander. Storyboard for Citizen Kane.



Storyboard of the El Rancho cabaret crane shot from Citizen Kane.



Storyboard of the El Rancho cabaret crane shot, including roof sign, from Citizen
Kane.

The last two storyboards show how a scene develops through successive
drafts. The sequence depicted is one of the most famous shots in Citizen Kane:
the crane move through the skylight of the El Rancho cabaret down to Susan
Alexander and Kane seated at a table. The shot is actually a combination of a
miniature rooftop set and the full-scale interior of the nightclub joined by a



dissolve as the camera moves through the rain-covered glass of the skylight.

The first treatment of the crane shot on page 32 is wonderfully rendered in a
style of illustration evoking the lighting of the German Expressionists of the
'20s, though the framing of the scene is quite different from the way the
sequence eventually turned out.

The second version is virtually identical to the original sequence as the
camera approaches the skylight. But as the camera descends to the floor the
storyboard again diverges from the filmed version. There may have been other
storyboards of the scene, but a look at just these two should indicate how
valuable they are as a method of developing ideas.

Notice that the storyboard also includes a schematic diagram of the scene
drawn on the right-hand side of the board. This is helpful for both the designer
and the cinematographer to communicate the technical requirements of the
scene. This clarifies the layout of the set when unusual or disorienting
perspectives are illustrated.

Similarly moody are Harold Michelson's storyboards for Hitchcock's The
Birds. The six panels featured show how the economical use of line can
convey all the information the cinematographer needs to understand the framing
continuity of a scene. Without spending a great deal of time on specific detail,
these energetic sketches establish mood, locale, composition, staging of action
and the selection of lens for each shot. The six frames on pages 35 and 36
depict the attack of the birds on the children running from the schoolhouse in
Bodega Bay after the birds have gathered in force.

The production designer for The Birds, Robert Boyle, collaborated with
Hitchcock on five films beginning in 1942: Saboteur, Shadow of a Doubt,
North by Northwest, The Birds and Marnie. He reaffirms Hitchcock's
reputation as a methodical planner, but also as a director who was interested in
the ideas of the talented people with whom he worked. Their usual way of
working together began with meetings early in the production schedule to go
over each scene. Hitchcock might furnish rough thumbnail sketches to elaborate
a sequence, but this process was also intended to allow his creative team to
elaborate on each other's ideas. From these meetings a general plan was
devised for each scene, some more detailed than others, and Boyle would
begin to oversee the storyboards, set designs, costumes and special effects
necessary to turn ideas into cinematic fact. Boyle would contribute some of his
own drawings for the sets and storyboards, but much of this work was handed
over to storyboard illustrators who would receive instructions based on Boyle



and Hitchcock's meetings.

Following Michelson's drawings on page 38 is an extremely rare page of
notes and storyboard panels drawn by Hitchcock himself for the 1943
production of Lifeboat. The page is three-hole punched for use in a binder and
includes notes describing action and the lines of dialogue that accompany the
panels. The specific dialogue cues mean that Hitchcock was cutting in the
camera, greatly limiting the manipulation possible during the editing process.
The first panel shows that Hitchcock made a slight adjustment in the
composition, moving closer and to camera left. Notice also that the direction
“Repeat all with closer lens” appears on the far left of the second panel. This
may refer to the dotted frame line around the oarsman, indicating that
Hitchcock intended to get coverage of the same action, only closer.
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Storyboards for The Birds by Harold Michelson. Production design by Robert

Boyle.



Storyboards for The Birds by Harold Michelson. Production design by Robert
Boyle.

Materials

Since the only criteria they must meet is ease of execution and reproducibility,
most storyboards today are rendered with a fast, easily controlled medium
such as pencil, ink and charcoal dust or dry markers for color work.



Pencil

The pencil, either graphite or charcoal, is one of the illustrator's basic tools,
and even when a drawing is completed with ink, the undersketch is usually laid
down in pencil. Photocopied, the contrast becomes sharper, though a tentative
line tends to become scratchy. More than anything else the pencil's virtue is its
erasability. It is the word processor for the artist. I used pencil for the
storyboard demonstration of a crane shot in this chapter, and as you will see,
the blacks are never quite as stunning as those possible in ink or charcoal.

Ink and Charcoal Dust

This seems to be a medium peculiar to storyboards. No other medium lays
down a broad stroke of tone faster than a cotton ball dipped in charcoal dust,
one that can be later erased with a kneaded eraser for corrections or creating
highlights (see Harold Michelson's drawings, pages 35 and 36). It tends to
reproduce better than pencil and is capable of deeper tones. It's probably the
favorite medium of storyboard artists, and you will see it used by many of the
illustrators featured in this book.

Markers

Madison Avenue has made the dry marker the medium of choice in the
advertising art department. Dry markers are inexpensive, dry instantly and do
not require the preparation or cleanup necessary with other color media. In the
hands of a good comp artist they can produce remarkably realistic effects,
though for finished conceptual drawings they are frequently combined with
colored pencils, pastels and inks. They are virtually the standard comp
material for studio artists, illustrators, product designers, architects and
interior designers—anyone who needs a brilliant, fast medium to communicate
basic design concepts. Markers are not for timid sketchers and demand a bold
touch. They do not blend easily and a misstroke can scar a delicate drawing. In
most cases state-of-the-art marker technique 1s more elaborate than is
necessary for feature storyboard work and a simple marker style is preferred.
If you decide to use markers be sure to work in a well-ventilated studio—the
solvents give off fumes, which many find unpleasant. One last point: Markers
are not lightfast and will fade with time. The more ultraviolet light (primarily
sunlight) they're exposed to, the faster they will fade. In prolonged bright



sunlight noticeable deterioration will begin within a period of a few weeks. If
you are saving your work for posterity keep this in mind.
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Notes and stor/board panels for Lifeboat, by Alfred Hitchcock.

Illustrating Camera Techniques

The most obvious limitation of the storyboard is its inability to show motion—



not merely action within the frame, but more importantly, the movement of the
camera. Optical effects like dissolves and fades are also beyond the scope of
the illustrator, as are most manipulations of depth of field and focus. The most
obvious solution is to use captions and schematic drawings to describe what
cannot be drawn. There are also several techniques used by animators to show
camera movement and extended space that can be adapted to live-action
subjects.

The first element we need to consider is the border of the storyboard frame.
Its purpose is to indicate a viewpoint, selected from the whole of space.
Therefore it 1s permissible (and frequently valuable) to allow the drawing to
extend beyond the edges of the frame. Actually, many artists begin a drawing
without frame lines. After they have sketched in the basic elements of the
drawing they use loose sheets of paper to mask off portions of the picture to
find the exact composition they are looking for. Because both the camera and
subject can move in film, the filmmaker will find that placing a storyboard
frame within a larger drawing is a useful technique for illustrating the fluid
compositional qualities of the medium.

In this next series of panels, I will use different drawing styles while
showing several methods of illustrating camera movement and transitions.

The Pan Shot and the Tracking Shot

This first wide panel in Figure 3.1 illustrates a man running down a street in
pursuit of a rooftop sniper. The man in the street is shown at important
positions in the action with an arrow to show his path. This type of panel can
be used to indicate a pan or a tracking shot. In this version, specific framing is
not indicated, however, the camera position and staging of the action is quite
clear.

Figure 3.1

It is possible to show actual framing, as in this next example of a car chase
in Figure 3.2. A frame within the frame indicates the composition of the shot as



the camera will see the action. In this case left-hand frame (A) is panned in
with the car. The arrow below the frame indicates that the camera zooms down
to the size of the smaller right hand frame as the car moves right to left. There
i1s no standardization in any of this iconography; you can pretty much design
things the way you want as long as you get the idea across.

Figure 3.2: Astoryboard pan shot.

The third panoramic storyboard in Figure 3.3 1s a vertical pan and shows
how a multiperspective can indicate panning over a large expanse. The diver
is seen first in an up shot and followed until the camera is tilted down to the
pool.

Dolly and Zoom Shots

In animation it's possible to draw a large panel and then frame smaller portions
of the whole picture to obtain medium shots, close-ups (CUs) and extreme
close-ups. This is called a field cut in animation and is used to get the
maximum number of shots from a single piece of artwork by photographing it
in several frame sizes. A field cut is indicated as a frame within a frame, and
the iconography is also used for live-action storyboards to indicate a dolly or
zoom as shown in Figure 3.4. To indicate the direction of the dolly or zoom (in
or out), arrows are added connecting the two squares. This shows that the
change 1n shot size is obtained through movement rather than cutting.

A more conventional way of indicating an on-axis cut, dolly or zoom shot is
shown in Figure 3.5. The problem, of course, is that the figure has to be drawn
twice and requires additional explanation with captions. The advantage of the
additional frame is that the impact of the CU is conveyed more effectively.

The frame within a frame can also be used to show erratic camera motion as
in Figure 3.6.



Figure 3.3: Multiperspective views like this one are a good way to show a pan
shot that pivots over a great distance. With this type of illustration it is hard to
tell if the framing of the shot is a wide, medium or close-up shot. However, the
alternative type of representation, which uses several individual frames of the
diver's action, would not convey the main characteristic of the shot—smooth
motion and the angle of view.



Figure 3.4: The drawing on the left uses a frame within a frame to indicate a zoom
or dolly move. If the lines connecting the inner frame to the corners of the outer
frame were removed this would mean that a change in shot size is accomplished
with a cut to a new shot.

Transitions Between Shots

In the next few panels (Figure 3.7) we'll see how transitions like dissolves and
fades can be handled. This particular type of layout is borrowed from
animation storyboards. Styles vary slightly depending on the animation studio,
but Figure 3.7 shows a typical use of the space between panels.

The Crane Shot

This last example of continuity and editing illustration techniques (Figure 3.8)
is a full sequence shot using a crane move. Though there are 11 panels in the
storyboard, it represents a single, unbroken shot.

Format and Presentation

There are several different ways to display storyboards, depending on the size
of the individual panels. The average size is approximately 4x6 in., but this is
largely a matter of the artist's preference. Some like to work on a larger scale
if greater detail is required. Then the boards can either be used this way or
reduced to a more convenient presentation size during duplication.

Storyboards are usually made available to several of the production
departments during preproduction. The format of the presentation depends on
how they will be used. Some production designers place the storyboards on a
wall or bulletin board in the art department, following Disney's example, so
that a great many panels can be seen in group meetings. This makes sense for



getting a logistical overview of shooting requirements but is inconvenient for
visualizing precise shot-to-shot flow and timing, Smaller boards containing 6
to 20 panels can be carried in a portfolio case, while some directors prefer
seeing the panels book style, one large (8x10 in.) panel to a page in a loose-
leaf binder. The advantage of the notebook-flip pad presentation is that each
panel is seen individually as a page is turned into view. This allows the art
director to preview how the completed sequence will look on the screen. He
can vary the speed at which he turns the pages of the notebook to simulate
editing rhythms. In addition, individual panels can be easily added, removed or
reordered in much the same way an editor makes changes in the actual film.

Figure 3.6: Camera movement used to simulate the movement of the ground, the
pitching deck of a ship or any other movement of subject or space can be shown
using a frame within a frame.
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Figure 3.7: Animators use the space between frames to show transitions between
shots.



Figure 3.8: The first of three panels illustrating a continuous crane shot.

Simplified Storyboard Illustration

Storyboards basically convey two kinds of information: a description of the
physical environment of the sequence (set design/location) and a description of
the spatial quality of a sequence (staging, camera angle, lens and the movement
of any elements in the shot). While a storyboard illustrator is expected to
convey mood, lighting and other aspects of the environmental design, a director



can convey his ideas for the basic setup of the camera with simpler drawing
methods.
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Figure 3.8: Second of three panels.

Shown next are several types of graphic representation that are fast and
easily mastered. They can be combined in any way necessary to present the
director's concept for a shot or scene. Our scene shows a woman running into
the street and into the path of a car. In Figure 3.9 we begin with the most basic



method of communication using written description and arrows to indicate
screen direction of the subject of the shot or the movement of the camera.
While this might seem so rudimentary as to be little help in designing a
sequence, a director with editorial experience will be able to read the board
and get a sense of the pacing.

Figure 3.8: End of sequence.

Two types of schematic drawings are shown in Figure 3.10. First is an
aerial plan that clearly shows the camera placement and the direction of action.
The second pair of frames in Figure 3.10 are elevated schematics that show the



height of the camera. Schematics are helpful in planning the order in which
shots are photographed on the location, since many logistical problems are
revealed. Usually this has to do with finding the best way to move equipment
and people. An aerial schematic might show that if dolly track is laid for the
last shot before lunch break, it blocks the path for cars that must be moved at
that time. While schematics describe camera placement exactly, they give little
indication of shot size or the emotional or kinetic quality of a shot.

WOMAN WALKS IN KEVERSE ANGLE AS SHE®
FRONT OF CAR . WE CAUGHT IN HEARLIGHTS.
VIEW HEE FRROM BEHIND CAMERA MOVES INTY

Cu.

__.._——:‘?
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WIPE $HOT-WOMAN « CAR MU/ — WOMAN

Figure 3.9: Written descriptions in boxes are the simplest type of storyboard.

One alternative is to use stick figures that convey figure placement and the
direction of action. Two versions of these are shown in Figure 3.11. What
stick-figure illustrations do not show is the height of the camera, since
perspective is not indicated. Still, for all their crudeness, these four panels are
really quite informative. These panels can be drawn in less than a minute, and
yet they tell us a great deal about how each pair of frames would cut together.
A director could greatly refine the shot size for a sequence using drawings no
more complex than these. With a little extra work arrows drawn in perspective
can tell a great deal about the angle of view the director would like to see, as
shown in Figure 3.12.
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Figure 3.10: Schematic drawings.
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Figure 3.11: Stick-figures without perspective.

Arrows are a versatile sign and easily mastered. A wide selection is shown
in Figure 3.13. They can be used to illustrate the motion of the camera or the
subject of a shot or both. Arrows can show the complex path of a runaway car



or can be used in schematic drawings to show the path of the camera in a
sequence shot.

Another variation is the arrowheads in Figure 3.14, describing a whole
range of angles. To help visualize these quickly a director might keep a page of
arrows like the ones here or have his art director supply him with an
assortment that he could copy when drawing stick figures. This will save the
director time when he tries to figure out the perspective.

The frame itself can be used as an arrow to show the path of the camera
over a scene. Overlapped frames can serve the same purpose. If the lines
between overlapped frames are left in, this may mean that the camera stopped
during the movement and moved on again. Figure 3.15 shows representative
examples of these ideas.

f J—B’J
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Figure 3.12: Arrows can be added to indicate perspective.
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Figure 3.13: Arrows like these are an excellent way to indicate the camera angle
and camera movement. With a little practice they can easily be mastered.

Returning to the problem of showing perspective with stick figures, one way
is to enclose them in simple three-dimensional boxes to describe the camera
angle. Figure 3.16a shows two low-angle shots that, without the boxes, would
not indicate the height of the camera. A variation in Figure 3.16b shows an
extreme low-angle and a high-angle CU. As you can see, the car has been
treated as a box to help define the perspective. Even in these simple drawings,
the box technique helps tell us where the camera is placed. Even if you have no
drawing experience whatsoever, learning to control the angle of a simple box
like the ones used here is simple to master. Again, a single page of cubes in
varying angles can be used for reference and can be provided by the
production designer.



Figure 3.15: Overlapped panels can be used to indicate a moving shot (A). The
entire frame can be drawn as an arrow to indicate the path of a moving subject
(B). lllustrator uses the frame border for arrows to indicate a camera move to the
subject (C).

By adding form and volume to simple figures we get a better sense of spatial
relationships. For instance, Figure 3.17 shows us how a director might try
several versions until he was satisfied with the staging of the car and the



woman in the frame.

The most important point to be made in this chapter is that storyboards are
helpful to the director whether he follows them during shooting or not. For
instance, after large portions of the script are boarded the director is able to
see the dramatic flow of the story in a way that the screenplay fails to reveal.
Moreover, the process of visualizing on paper is a technique for generating
ideas, not just establishing the plan for the production team to follow on the
set. This process 1s even more beneficial when the director works on his own
drawings. There is really no way to overestimate the importance of rolling up
your shirt-sleeves and working directly with images if you are directing a film.
No matter how crude the drawings, the thought process and state of mind
required to compose shots on paper is invaluable.

Director Brian DePalma draws his own stick-figure illustrations on a
Macintosh computer using the software program Storyboarder®, but simple as
the drawings are, it is likely that they serve as mnemonic devices, each frame
an icon that brings to mind a familiar and detailed shot with all the perspective
elements left out. Of course, what works for DePalma may not work for you.
You may find a different type of representation that suits your needs better. One
of the pleasures in acquiring the storyboards for this book was discovering the
many individual approaches to storyboarding that each illustrator developed.
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Figure 3.16b: Perspective boxes drawn over stick-figures help indicate camera
angle.

Draftsmanship

If you can draw, there is no reason not to carry your storyboards to a higher
degree of execution. While it is clearly beyond the scope of this book to teach
drawing it is possible to convey one thought that is particularly valuable to
storyboard artists: It's what you leave out that counts. Actually, I first heard
this truism while playing music, and it seems to crop up whenever you're
around seasoned artists of any kind. For a storyboard artist simplicity is more
than a matter of taste. It is also a matter of necessity. Only in rare cases is the
time available to make detailed drawings for every storyboard panel in a film.
[Mustrator Noel Sickles' line work is a model of simplicity and is an object
lesson in economical drawing. Though never a storyboard illustrator, his
highly innovative work in the comics and later as a nationally recognized
commercial illustrator is still an influence today. Appearing on page 53 are
frame enlargements of his early work on the Scorchy Smith strip to show how
only a few lines are needed to convey all types of surfaces and locales. The
background details are particularly useful to study if you're looking to develop



a practical storyboard style.
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Figure 3.17: Adding volume to stick-figures conveys a great deal of compositional
information.

Even the simplest drawing style 1s useful to help the director shape a scene.
Appearing on page 54 are very quick sketches drawn by Sherman Labby for
Beverly Hills Cop II. These types of ink and tone thumbnail sketches are
typically drawn in meetings with the director, each frame taking only 1-3
minutes. That means that an entire sequence can be talked out and drawn within
an hour. However, it would be wrong to think of storyboarding solely in terms
of the drawing. Actually, it is often the time spent working out the concept for a
scene that determines how quickly a sequence is rendered on paper. Usually,
drawings like the ones for Beverly Hills Cop II are used by the storyboard
illustrator as notes for more finished renderings, which are submitted later.

Mood

Another series of storyboard panels by Sherman Labby appears on pages 55 to
63 and shows his fine sense of pictorial narrative in an opening scene from
Blade Runner, one of two scenes that was never filmed. This 1s a beautiful
example of the use of mood to establish the tone of a film, in this case, the
ironic use of a calm, pastoral setting. The opening shows the Harrison Ford
character, Decker, landing his Spinner vehicle on a farm. These first few



elegantly composed frames contain only a few simple shapes evoking a sense
of wonder typical of '40s science fiction.

Character

The next storyboard panels by Fred Lucky show how expressive characters
help to make the comedic intention for each setup clear. Fred refined his
drawing and cartooning skills in the animation department of Disney Studios
before moving into their live-action division as a gag writer. For several years
now Fred has been doing free-lance storyboarding on four or five films a year
and 1s much in demand for his ability to interpret and write comedy and action
sequences.

Noel Sickles began drawing comic strips in 1933 at the age of 26 and quickly
invented an impressionistic black and white inking style that achieved a highly
realistic photographic look. After five years, Sickles left the comic field and went
on to become one of the foremost illustrators of his generation in magazine and
book illustration.

These frame enlargements from Sickles' strip, Scorchy Smith, show how a few
well placed lines and shadows can convey a great deal of visual information. His
work is filled with graphic solutions and innovations that are a storehouse of
ideas for storyboard artists. Areprint of his work will soon be available from:
Kitchen Sink Press, Inc. Number 2 Swamp Road Princeton, W1 54968.
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Sherman Lobby's thumbnail sketches for a scene in Beverly Hills Cop 11.
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This version of the opening of Blade Runner was never shot. The beautifully
conceived continuity is by Sherman Labby.
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Sherman Lobby's storyboard for Blade Runner.
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Sherman Lobby's storyboard for Blade Runner.
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Sherman Lobby's storyboard for Blade Runner.



Sherman Lobby's storyboard for Blade Runner.



Sherman Lobby's storyboard for Blade Runner.
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Sherman Lobby's storyboard for Blade Runner.
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Sherman Lobby's storyboard for Blade Runner.
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Sherman Lobby's storyboard for Blade Runner.

Interpretation

Above all, the storyboard conveys the shot flow of the scene, which is the
combination of dramatic and graphic design. In the case of the best production
illustrators it also conveys mood and tone, but practically speaking, the use of



viewpoint, lens perspective and narrative motion are paramount. An excellent
example of all of these qualities 1s seen in Harold Michelson's storyboards for
The Graduate, beginning on page 67. The production design is by Richard
Sylbert.

Astoryboard by Fred Lucky. First of three panels.

Even without a knowledge of the story, the action of the boards is easy to
read and the cutting rhythm is clearly established. The individual and
continuity design of panels 7, 8 and 9 is particularly elegant, with several
effects cooperating to determine our relationship to the characters and to
express Ben's point of view and daydreaming. The angular use of the frame is



subtle and fully motivated by the staging, as are the dramatic backlighting and
shadow effect on the water. This is visual storytelling of a very high order.
Declaration of line and compositional statement are never used as an end in
themselves, but are in complete harmony with the subject and narrative
intention. This could very well serve as an object lesson in continuity
illustration.
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Second of three panels by Fred Lucky.

Adaptation

In a sense, all storyboards are adaptations, since they are transposed from a
screenplay. Unlike a play or a novel, however, a screenplay is conceived as an



intermediary form, a blueprint for the actual medium in which the narrative
will appear. A screenwriter strives to be visual, to write drama that can be
seen and heard, in fact, that needs to be seen and heard to be fully understood.
In theory, the storyboard artist merely pictorializes the ideas in the screenplay,
but in practice the storyboard may come very close to being another draft of the
screenplay if only to polish some of the ideas. In the same way that
screenwriters describe visual elements, some storyboard artists suggest
literary ideas, restructure scenes, add story elements and contribute dialogue.
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Third of three panels by Fred Lucky.
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Harold Michelson's storyboards for The Graduate. Production design by
Richard Sylbert.



Harold Michelson's storyboard for The Graduate.



Harold Michelson's storyboard for The Graduate.
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Harold Michelson's storyboard for The Graduate.
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Harold Michelson's storyboard for The Graduate.

To get a better sense of how a story can be shaped for the screen we can take
a look at the way filmmaker Steven Spielberg adapted two scenes from J. G.
Ballard's autobiographical novel Empire of the Sun. In this case, Spielberg is
largely responsible for the conceptual content of the storyboard. Fortunately,
we have several stages of the process to compare: The novel; two drafts of the
screenplay, the first draft dated January 7, 1986, by playwright Tom Stoppard
and the revised third draft dated September 12, 1986, by Menno Meyjes; and,



of course, the storyboard. The storyboard by David Jonas begins on page 73.

The Novel

The story follows the exploits of an eleven-year-old British boy, Jim, living in
Shanghai with his wealthy parents. The year is 1941, at the moment the
Japanese invade Shanghai. Our first scene opens at dawn in Jim's room at the
Palace Hotel. In the novel he is already awake and dressed in school clothes.
He goes to the window overlooking the Shanghai waterfront along the Yangtze
river. Jim watches two picketboats filled with Japanese marines and a motor
launch of officers leave a Japanese gunboat. They board an American ship and
a British ship. The launch flashes a message by signal lamp to the gunboat. Jim
tries to signal back moving his arms in semaphores that he never quite learned
in the scouts. Within seconds the gunboat fires a shell at the British ship and the
shock wave rocks the hotel. Startled Jim jumps back to his bed. This is the
beginning of the invasion of Shanghai and within minutes panicked guests are
fleeing the hotel. Jim's father comes into his room and tells Jim that they are
leaving in three minutes. Sitting on the bed Jim considers that he 1s responsible
for the Japanese attack.

He realized that he himself had probably started the war, with his confused semaphores
from the window that the Japanese officers in the motor launch had misinterpreted.

The Screenplay

Here is Tom Stoppard's adaptation of the same scene from the novel. The scene
opens in Jim's hotel room. This time Jim is asleep. He is awakened at dawn by
the sound of a close flying plane. He gets out of bed and goes to the window.

The prolonged action of the Japanese marines boarding ships that appears in
the novel is condensed in the screenplay to Jim's watching the Japanese
gunboat moving in the river. He backs away from the window and turns on the
bedside light. An exterior shot of the hotel lets us see the light in the window
of the generally dark hotel.

We cut to a short time later and Jim is dressed in school clothes. He picks up
a Latin Primer, which is near a small toy plane on a table alongside the bed,
but is soon attracted to the action outside the window. The Japanese gunboat in
the middle of the river is sending a message to another boat with a signal light.



Jim returns to his bedside and picks up a flashlight. Cut to a new shot outside
the hotel. This 1s a wide shot of the hotel, the river and the gunboats. In the dim
predawn light Jim's flashlight blinks in the window of his hotel room. After a
moment of signaling, the gunboat cannons roar and Jim's room is lit up with a
brilliant flash of light. Jim falls backward. Within seconds Jim's father rushes
in calling his name.

M
[ didn't mean it! It was a joke!

As it turns out the first and revised third drafts of the screenplay are
essentially identical. We can compare this with the storyboard, which is a
fairly straightforward staging of the screenplay. The major changes, the ones
that make the scene truly cinematic, are added in the film. Beginning below is a
condensed version of the storyboard.
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David Jonas' storyboard for Empire of the Sun.
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David Jonas' storyboard for Empire of the Sun.
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David Jonas' storyboard for Empire of the Sun.
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David Jonas' storyboard for Empire of the Sun.
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David Jonas' storyboard for Empire of the Sun.



David Jonas' storyboard for Empire of the Sun.
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David Jonas' storyboard for Empire of the Sun.
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David Jonas' storyboard for Empire of the Sun.

Now that we have looked at all the sources for the scene—the novel,
screenplay and storyboard—we can consider how the scene was actually shot.

The Sequence as Filmed

The scene opens with various shots of the Shanghai waterfront at dawn. Cut to



the shadow of a plane on the ceiling of Jim's darkened hotel room. The camera
pans with the shadow made by a toy plane Jim holds in the beam of his
flashlight. Continue the pan down the wall and over to Jim who is dressed and
lying in bed. The mournful sound of a ship's horn draws Jim's attention to the
window overlooking the river.

New angle at the window with Jim. He watches the Japanese gunboat
signaling the shore with a light.

Cut to three exterior medium shots of the Japanese crewman sending signals.

Cut to a wide shot of the river, the hotel and gunboat in the background. In
this shot we see the two Japanese ships signaling back and forth. Suddenly a
third light begins signaling in one of the upper floor hotel windows.

Cut to Jim's hotel room with him signaling with his flashlight.

We can pause here to review how the cinematic structure evolves. First,
there is the use of the spotlight and the toy plane. Spielberg has condensed two
story elements into a single image that graphically moves us to Jim. It's a
choice evocation of childhood and it introduces the flashlight and the toy plane,
which will become important in later scenes.

Another visual decision substitutes the flashlight for the semaphore signals
described in the novel for the obvious reason that the light can be seen from a
distance. This opens up new possibilities for shots. It is also far more
plausible that Jim would imagine that he had inadvertently sent some
provocative signal to the Japanese gunboat with the flashlight than with
semaphores.

In the filmed sequence, unlike the screenplay and the storyboard, we never
see Jim return from the window to pick up the flashlight. By introducing the
flashlight in the opening shot with the toy plane, it 1s unnecessary to show Jim
taking it from the nightstand. By omitting the in-between shots of Jim picking
the flashlight up and going to the window, the scene is streamlined and the
audience is surprised (but not confused) when Jim's signal light appears above
the Japanese signal in the wide shot of the river.

Spielberg adds a final variation on the storyboard in the filmed staging.
When Jim 1s startled by the gun blast and throws himself backwards onto the
floor, the camera pans with him but leaves him in midair, panning quickly to
record the moment he hits the ground in the reflection of three standing mirrors
that are connected by hinges. One of the panels shaken by the blast swings
inward and frames the doorway in time for us to see his father enter the room.
Jim is reflected in two of the mirrors and his father is reflected in a third. In



this way three shots are combined into one. This is so adroitly executed that the
effect is all but invisible.

Empire used the talents of two production illustrators, David Jonas and Ed
Verraux, who worked on the project for nearly a year. Using photographs shot
in Shanghai, the illustrators worked at the art department in Spielberg's
Amblin' Entertainment complex in Universal City. Like many of the production
illustrators I spoke with, Jonas began working in production illustration in the
Disney animation department, honing his drafting and storytelling skills before
moving to live-action.

The Empire of the Sun boards, originally drawn to fill an 82 % 11 in. page,
are exceptionally detailed and show Jonas' wonderful compositional sense and
figure drawing. This level of execution is as complex as storyboard illustration
ever becomes, particularly since nearly every scene of the movie was
illustrated with the same craftsmanship. Jonas and the other production
illustrator on the movie, Ed Verraux, worked full time for nearly a year on the
project.

Seeking a Career in Production Illustration

Storyboarding is a highly specialized skill offering little of the personal
recognition artists in other fields can expect. To a great extent production
ilustrators are hired to work out someone else's ideas and are then under great
pressure to complete the work in a short time. For some, the collaboration with
a good production designer and director and the opportunity to see their
sketches turned into a great movie is sufficient reward.

Instruction

One of the reasons for this book is that there are so few film courses that
include production design and production illustration. Though production
illustration, in general, and storyboarding, in particular, are of value to
directors, producers and writers, the subject is not offered at most film
schools. Camille Abbott, the production illustrator whose work was included
in Chapter 2, teaches a popular storyboarding course at UCLA called
“Understanding Storyboards for the Motion Pictures,” probably the most
thorough training available at the present time. Unfortunately, it is the only
course in the country dedicated to live-action production illustration.

Students are far more likely to find storyboarding instruction in the area of



animation. The American Animation Institute in Los Angeles offers noncredit
courses in storyboarding, life drawing, background painting and other aspects
of animation techniques. The Institute is associated with the animators union,
Motion Picture Screen Cartoonists Local 839, and the courses are generally
taught by working professionals. Even if you are interested in production
illustration for live-action, you will probably have better luck finding
instruction in the related areas of animation, since at least some art schools
now offer courses in this field. There are also a few dedicated animation
schools in the United States that include design courses.

The good news i1s that traditional training at a fine arts or commercial art
school is still a very good foundation for production designers, art directors
and production illustrators. Many art schools offer courses in advertising art,
which include television commercial storyboarding in the curriculum.
However, the focus is usually on illustration technique and materials such as
marker and mixed media rather than on motion picture technique. Though
drawing skill is important, a production illustrator is primarily a film designer
whose concern is really cinematography and editing. Courses in film history,
technique and basic photography are, therefore, a necessity no matter how
strong your illustration skills are.

Unions

There are only two organizations that specifically represent storyboard
1llustrators, both of them in California. First is the Illustrators and Matte
Artists Local 790 I. A. T. S. E. (International Alliance of Theatrical Stage
Employees) whose jurisdiction includes live-action storyboard art and
production illustration. Most of the storyboard art appearing in this book is by
members of this union. The major argument for craft unions in the motion
picture industry is that they preserve the highly specialized skills of a small
group of artists and technicians by providing some degree of job stability in a
volatile business. Without the unions, many artists would have left the field to
find work elsewhere during the slow periods, taking with them knowledge and
experience that is unique to the field. To a large extent, some of this has
already happened since shooting in the studio began to decline in the late '50s.
In the past, the various trade unions prevented many new artists from entering
the field, but today, the chief difficulty in finding work in any industry craft is
the scarcity of work, not the pressure of the unions.



Today, the craft unions in the motion picture industry exert far less control
than in the past, particularly since there are so many independently produced
nonunion pictures made outside of Los Angeles. While the cost of making a
picture goes up much faster than the rate of inflation, the main reason why even
small motion pictures cost millions of dollars is due to the extraordinary
salaries of producers, directors and stars, along with the expense of marketing
a picture. Comparatively speaking, the cost of skilled union personnel is a
bargain.

Local 790 is quite small with approximately 70 active members. Entrance
into the union 1s not actually determined by the union, but 1s first dependent on
the industry seniority system known as the producers' industry experience
roster. To be eligible to enter the union, an illustrator must have worked 30
days under the terms of a union contract. The jurisdiction of local 790 1s Los
Angeles County, and while there is a San Francisco local as well, production
illustrators are not represented by their own union in other parts of the country.
Therefore, it is possible to obtain work on union and nonunion pictures
throughout the United States without meeting the requirement of the production
roster.

Finally, there is the Motion Picture Screen Cartoonists Local 839, also
affiliated with the .A.T.S.E., but this union only represents animators. Some
production 1llustrators belong to both unions, and though there 1s a
considerable overlap of skills, each has techniques and methods that are
unique.

If you are interested in further information on these unions they can be
reached at the following addresses and numbers:

Mustrators and Matte Artists Local 7901, AL T. 5. E.
14724 Ventura Boulevard

Penthouse B

Sherman Oaks, CA 91403

(318) 784-6555

Motion Picture Sereen Cartoonists Local 839
4729 Lankershim Boulevard

Morth Hollywood, CA 91602-1864

(418) 766-7151

American Animation Institute
4729 Lankershim Boulevard
Morth Hollywood, CA 91602-1864
(818) 766-0521






4 VISUALIZATION: TOOLS AND
TECHNIQUES

Photoboards

Storyboarding is not the only way to visualize your ideas before committing
them to film. Another approach is the one taken in this book: photo-boards.
Their advantage is that they are easy to create and they share the optical and
graphic properties of motion pictures. Depth of field and focal length decisions
can all be accurately compared in photoboards, and lighting values can be
evaluated. The disadvantage of this method is that models are necessary and
scenes must be staged, however simply. The relative merits of storyboards vs.
photoboards have a lot to do with the sequences being prepared: A small
dramatic scene with a limited cast is ideal for photoboards, while an action
sequence featuring large groups of people is more easily created with
illustrations.

Video

The development of home video technology in the past decade has provided
excellent opportunities for filmmakers to preview their ideas in very nearly the
same format in which they will ultimately be filmed. Relatively inexpensive
camcorders and home editing systems that permit clean edits are now available
so that rough-cut sequences can be easily assembled, and, of course, the results
in many ways are more refined than would be possible with a storyboard. Like
photoboards, however, scenes must be staged for the video camera and
shooting the videotaped version is certainly more difficult for the filmmaker
than turning the storyboard work over to an artist.

Visualizing with videotape is particularly applicable to nonunion,
independent filmmaking because actors are available to rehearse without
significant expense. While your actors are rehearsing you can test visual ideas
at the same time. If you don't already own a camcorder you might consider
buying one. Camcorders are useful to the filmmaker in so many ways that you
will not regret the investment. However, if you can't afford the hefty $750-
$1,200 price for a new one you can probably justify the expenditure as part of



the design budget for your film.

To take the previewing process one step farther, you can edit the test shots
on your tapes into sequences. “Cuts only” (that means no dissolves) editing
systems can be rented by the day, week or month. VHS, Super VHS and 8mm
formats are available. Rental prices range from $800 to $1,200 per week. It
this 1s beyond your means, the public access channel at your local cable system
probably has an editing system that is available free of charge for nonprofit
use. At one time, federal law required that cable companies provide an access
channel with equipment and training for the citizenry. Since deregulation, cable
companies don't have to comply unless a separate contract was worked out
with the local municipality. Today, each cable company is a separate case, but
with the rising cost of most cable services many companies have opted to
continue public access to offset consumer dissatisfaction over rate increases.

Desktop Video

Multimedia has become the hot subject in personal computers (PCs). Sound,
image and words are the media referred to, and while this may sound like the
type of prediction heard at world's fairs, it's going to change the way we
communicate. Following in the steps of the desktop publishing boom, desktop
video (DTV) is the sound and image wing of multimedia. While desktop
publishing was made possible by the laser printer, desktop video is really the
confluence of new digital technologies—Iike computer graphics and compact
discs—adapted from expensive dedicated computer systems to the personal
computer.

Just what can desktop video do? Well, according to the visionaries at
Macintosh computers (the current front-runners in DTV), just about everything.
Since music, photography, video, illustration and film can all be digitized into
a single numerical language that the computer can manipulate, the personal
computer can be an editing console, a music synthesizer, a drawing board and
a printing press.

Original art can be created on the computer or imported from various other
sources, such as video, film, compact disc, photography, illustration and text.
Once captured, preexisting art or sound can be manipulated with any of the
dozens of multimedia software programs now available. If you have a VHS
tape you can fly it into the computer, add titles or enhance the image with
special effects or animation. Presently, the quality of affordable PC-generated



video is not broadcast standard, but it is getting closer all the time. A wrinkle
in the timetable might be the arrival of high-definition television, which will
only widen the gap between PC quality and the new higher standards.

Articles in computer trade journals continually tout the latest television
commercial created on a Macintosh. On closer inspection you usually find that
the $6,000 personal computer was expanded with $15,000 (or more) worth of
add-ons, and that the commercial was completed with far more expensive
dedicated graphic equipment. It is true, however, that many major special
effects houses, including Industrial Light and Magic and R. Greenberg
Associates, are using Macintosh computers throughout the production and
design process. This is where the PC is carving out a very practical niche—as
a storyboarding and blueprinting system for film and video. A real advantage
of this application is that the PC can generate very specific timing information
that can be used to control more sophisticated graphic systems or motion-
control devices once the creative decisions are nailed down. This is very
useful for special effects and animation, where precision is crucial.

The state of the art in multimedia is changing so rapidly that predictions
become fact every few months. Still, several products represent the basic
capabilities of desktop video. Here are a few of them:

Storyboard/Animation Programs

Animation programs are designed to create presentations in business and
education but are adaptable to more entertainment-oriented applications like
storyboarding for motion pictures. There is a certain amount of overlap in
these two uses, but differentiation falls along the axis of conceptualization vs.
presentation.

Two major products, Storyboarder® by American Intelliware and
Director® by MacroMind, represent the difference. Storyboarder was
developed as a joint venture by the Cambridge Media Lab and the American
Film Institute, which ultimately became American Intelliware, an independent
California-based company specializing in computer programs for the motion
picture industry. Storyboarder is designed to be a conceptual tool for
filmmakers and it permits easy editing of sequences created in the program or
taken from existing art. A comprehensive image library, or “clip file” as
illustrators call it, includes line drawings of people, props and various
settings. Fades, wipes and dissolves of varying length are possible as well as



simple “animatie” type animation. Aspect ratios can be varied either to
standard proportions or custom sizes. Storyboarder permits customized page
layouts of individual panels and accompanying descriptive notes if desired.
Selected images can be assembled on a spreadsheet-like master list, edited and
time-coded for playback. Storyboards can be printed out as hard copy or
shown in motion on the computer screen. There are many other features in this
powerful program, which has been used by Brian DePalma to design
Casualties of War and Bonfire of the Vanities.

Sequence 1:

Establishing Shot .y
=_ Airborme 01 Score WQ%:‘;V )

;| Cony J[ [ MaTrae] [-—i— | Airborne 01 Cast

e ST T I T

L e R e e e i s R e e N T B e

= |

B0

BiZ

]
{

MacroMind Director can be used for storyboards, or corporate work. Here, an
aircraft that was modeled in Swivel 3D Professional and imported into Director
is being animated in a full-color presentation for a jury in a lawsuit. Windows
open on various tools of the animator/director.

Getting back to the difference between conceptual programs and
presentation programs, Storyboarder was designed to be viewed by the
production team but does not produce an extremely persuasive color
presentation for an uninitiated audience. Macromind's program, Director, was
developed for just this type of audience at sales meetings or for client
presentations at an advertising agency. Director incorporates the refinements
necessary for slicker business or industrial presentations, including full sound
track capabilities. Text can be scrolled, rotated, skewed and manipulated with



sparkles and other “wow 'em” type effects (suited to a corporate audience),
and several typefaces are built into the system. The level of animation possible
in Director and Storyboarder is fairly simple. Disneyesque human and animal
locomotion is not yet available with these programs. Creative animators and
filmmakers will find, however, that Director is flexible enough to storyboard
television commercials, title sequences and scenes for films. Frames captured
from video, storyboard art and photographs can be imported so that a
sophisticated sequence can be preedited against a musical score and sound
effects.

Both programs can create storyboards for motion pictures, and each has
advantages. Storyboarder is considerably simpler to use and sequences can be
assembled fairly quickly. Director, since it aims to compete with full corporate
communication productions, is necessarily more complex and time consuming
for the artist. The ability to import sounds and music is valuable, but then the
soundtrack has to be created. This, by itself, is a skill apart from storyboarding
and complex in its own right.

Storyboarder is better suited to the needs of the individual filmmaker and is
sufficiently fast to be a realistic alternative to conventional storyboards. This,
however, is not true of Director, which is more appropriate to the ad agency or
corporate communication department where a full-time user is turning out
presentations with the resources of a department behind him. Realistically,
both programs work best when used with additional hardware such as laser
printers and scanners, as well as ample memory in the computer and video
output cards. These qualifications, like everything else in this field, are tied to
the technology, so we can expect that computer storyboarding will continue to
improve rapidly.

CAD Programs

CAD technology (computer-aided design and drafting) is well-established in
engineering, architectural, graphic and motion picture special effects
applications and is making inroads into set design in film and theater. CAD
type technology and related rendering and design programs are responsible for
the high-tech graphics we have been inundated by on television logos and
opening credits for sports programs and many commercials. Basically, CAD
permits a designer to construct a 3-D perspective view of any object he can
imagine, then rotate the object in any direction. If the object is a house and the



interior space has been mapped out, the designer can “enter” the front door and
move freely through the rooms, seeing on the computer screen what he would
see if the house were real. Since 3-D models of this type are constructed using
architectural plans and elevations, simplified models appear as outlines
without continuous form or texture. However, all this can be added so that
every detail of an interior space can be rendered in full color, from wallpaper
and furniture to the direction of light entering a skylight in the late afternoon.
Given this capability, it is possible to use CAD technology to construct moving
shots in sets that have not yet been built, or at locations that are thousands of
miles away based on location photographs and measurements. In this respect,
CAD is a highly advanced version of camera angle projection.

But even after these technologies penetrate the movie work place, traditional
mediums like paint, pencil and ink will still be used since their particular tonal
and emotional ranges are each unique and valuable. Ultimately, the finished
drawings will be scanned into the computer to take advantage of its remarkable
ability to manipulate an image in deep space.

The potential for this type of technology for motion picture design is
obvious, and there are new computer companies who are adapting existing
programs to the needs of the production designer. A leader in this area is IT
AL, a California-based software and hardware reseller. In 1990 ITAL made
presentations to the motion picture industry introducing CyberSpace, a new
concept in 3-D design and presentation. Cyberspace is being developed by
Autodesk, developer of the Academy Award-winning program, Renderman,
and a major developer of other CAD products. One innovation of CyberSpace
is the use of stereo head-mounted displays, which permit the wearer to move
about in the computer-generated universe.

A related use of this technology has been developed by the designers at the
Disney theme park. Extremely detailed scaled models of rides are constructed
in three dimensions and then recorded (photographed) by a special computer
rig. The computer interprets the information and makes topographical plans
and elevations, complete with dimensions.

One of the most exciting of the new programs for filmmakers is Virtus
WalkThrough, created by the Virtus Corporation. Product literature describes
this new genre of software as CAV, computer-aided visualization. The designer
begins by drawing a plan and elevation of a building or landscape in the
program. In a matter of seconds this is projected into a three-dimensional color
drawing that can be brought up full screen. Now here's the exciting part: You



can enter the three-dimensional drawing in real time, literally walking in and
around the room or building you have designed. You can change your speed,
direction and angle of view while moving continuously. You can walk into the
furnished room of a house and turn to look out the window to see a car in the
driveway. As you move inside the room, the perspective through the window
changes in accordance with your movement. If your house is set in the middle
of a fully worked out lawn plan, you can go to a rear window and see the pool
you designed. Stepping outside, you can go into the pool and look back at the
house from a viewpoint just above the water level.

Of particular interest to the filmmaker is that the “lens angle” of the view
can be changed within a wide range (15mm and 500mm). This can be done in a
matter of seconds. Changing the dimensions of the rooms on the plan is equally
simple. Let's say you have just strolled through the three rooms of a ranch
house you have designed. You have scoped out dozens of angles but would like
to make the living room wider. To make the adjustment all you have to do is
return to the plan and alter the dimensions to make the 15 % 20 ft. room 20 X% 25
ft. When you return to the perspective view, the room is rendered in the new
dimensions with the perspective properly adjusted. You can add a window or
move furniture just as easily. CAV technology is a major breakthrough and in
time will certainly change the way films are designed.

Production Management

Programs are now available for every phase of the production process:
scripting, budgeting, scheduling and the coding and organization of film for
postproduction. These separate programs can be tied together so that scene
numbers in the script will correspond to script notes taken by the continuity
person on the set and sent to the lab and the editor. Similarly, budget
information can be tracked relative to these other activities.

These products are only a small sample of the computer hardware and
software available. The 1990s will most certainly be the decade when the
computer becomes standard equipment for commercial designers and artisans
of all types. If you're concerned that handmade work will disappear, consider
the period in the late nineteenth century when many painters predicted that
photography would make their craft obsolete. That of course didn't happen,
although photography did alter the direction of the graphics arts. I will not
argue that it has all been for the best, but in the final analysis, individuals of



skill and talent are always at work carving out their view of things no matter
what tools they have to work with.

An appropriate way to end this chapter is with an extended example of
visualization using the storyboard from Empire of the Sun. This 1s a
continuation of the several panels by production illustrator David Jonas
included in the last chapter. Apparent in every panel is Jonas' ability to depict
just the precise moment in the action to convey the editing and dynamics of the
shots.

It is clear, however, that the storyboard serves to convey Steven Spielberg's
visual style, and filmmakers familiar with his work will recognize some of his
favorite effects. For instance, the reflection of Jim's face in the interior car
window appears as a semitransparent image through which we can see the
scene outside that Jim is looking at. This simple effect combines the shot,
reverse shot editing pattern in a single shot.

The sequence begins moments after the last one (page 80), which concluded
with the beginning of the Japanese invasion of Shanghai. Our new storyboard
begins when Jim's parents leave the hotel and try to escape the city by car.



David Jonas' storyboard for Empire of the Sun.



David Jonas' storyboard for Empire of the Sun.
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David Jonas' storyboard for Empire of the Sun.



David Jonas' storyboard for Empire of the Sun.



TE-a

David Jonas' storyboard for Empire of the Sun.
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David Jonas' storyboard for Empire of the Sun.






5 THE PRODUCTION CYCLE

he production cycle for a film is like a long train pulling car after car
of equipment and passengers. Once the train leaves the station—
which i1s equivalent to beginning principal photography on a film—
changes in the schedule are almost impossible to make. The only time
a director is free to alter the direction of a film without penalty is
before considerable money and personnel are committed. In general,
this 1s the time when only the director, producer, screenwriter and production
designer are at work on a project. At this point, the director must rely on
visualization to determine the production decisions that will be increasingly
difficult to change as shooting approaches. Just as important for any director 1s
understanding how to integrate your personal visualization skills into the
collaborative process of the production cycle.

More than anything else, live-action film is unpredictable. This is a creative
virtue and a logistical liability—a virtue in that the unexpected is exciting for
the artist and ultimately the audience; a liability because the expense and
complexity of filmmaking can become a tremendous obstacle when things do
not go as planned. Visualization is one way to reduce the obstacles even if the
filmmaker takes his work to the edge. By developing ideas and planning their
execution before shooting, the filmmaker is able to free his time and attention
so that he can respond to the unexpected opportunities that arise throughout
production from the first days of writing to the final cut.

Feature film production schedules, whether independent or mainstream, are
relatively similar, though the specific schedule and creative assignments vary
with the project and the amount of involvement the director has in the
visualizaton process. In general, the director is responsible for the visual
decisions that determine staging and camera setup. The theatrical environment
of the film, including set, costume and prop design, is the responsibility of the
production designer guided by the director's overall conceptual and thematic
plan.

Most importantly, a filmmaker should devise his own method of working to
implement his particular skills and strengths. That's why this chapter presents
the production cycle as a flexible framework that filmmakers can adapt to their
individual needs. It is also a practical guide to the creative process, since
filmmaking 1s a supremely practical craft (even though a little impracticality




may be a filmmaker's greatest asset).

Visualization works in two ways: first, as a process of inclusion in which
the subject of a film is explored and ideas are collected and stored away, and
secondly, as a process of simplification as the vision is honed, leaving only the
best and most pertinent ideas. Whether your project is a big-budget feature or a
small independent film, these two types of visualization can be adapted to the
five phases of preproduction:

Scriptwriting
Production Design
Script Analysis
Cinematography

Rehearsal

The time allocated to each of these categories varies with the type of film and
the budget. For instance, an action picture requires more design time than a
small dramatic film. There is also the question of distribution and market. Any
major release that winds up in the local cineplex is a fully budgeted union film
with an ample (if not distended) budget and at least one full year of production
time from the time the project is green lighted to its theatrical release.
Independent filmmakers working outside the Hollywood system make do with
fewer resources, particularly in the area of production design. For their trouble
they gain a great deal of direct experience in every aspect of the filmmaking
craft and a measure of freedom many star directors envy.

Former novelist and short story writer, John Sayles, earned the money to
direct, write and produce his personal work, The Return of the Secaucus
Seven, by writing witty, low-budget horror films. Working on a shoestring
budget, he edited the film himself without any prior experience. This type of
hands-on experience is worth any number of sessions with a professional
editor doing the work for you. Many of the film schooltrained filmmakers today
have learned their craft this way and understand the filmmaking process from
script to release print. This alone does not make a great filmmaker, but
whatever other qualities are necessary, they are better served by a full
knowledge of the craft.

PHASE ONE: SCRIPTWRITING



The screenplay has remained a remarkably consistent form, following the
division-of-labor mode of studio production by separating narrative and visual
elements. For all the good reasons that can be given for following this
accepted practice, in the final analysis there are no hard and fast rules for how
a screenplay should be composed or its function in the making of a film.

The following quote from David Byrne's introduction to his published
screenplay and storyboards for the film, 7rue Stories, is a good description of
the way in which the visualization and writing processes can be combined.

The way this film framework was constructed was inspired a little bit by my work
with Robert Wilson, by his working process. He often begins work on a theater
piece with mainly visual ideas and then layers the sound and dialogue on top of
that. I used a similar method. I covered a wall with drawings, most of them
representing events that could take place in one town. Then I reordered the
drawings, again and again, until they seemed to have some sort of flow.
Meanwhile I assigned the characters inspired by the tabloid newspaper articles to
the people represented in the drawings.

This approach is very personal and is dependent on the fact that Byrne was the
principal writer and the director of True Stories. His script was not written in
a style intended to convince a studio to buy the project, so he was free to
compose his story in a way that was more cinematic, putting visual and verbal
material on an equal basis. The film is not a conventional narrative (by
Hollywood standards), and this is as much a result of the compositional
method as the cause of it. Observation is the key word. Throughout the making
of True Stories, Byrne sought material that was strongly reportorial and placed
it in his stylized framework. The point is that the traditional approach to
screenwriting, in which words precede the image, 1s not the only way to write
a script. On page 100 are some of the storyboard panels drawn by David
Byrne that helped shape the screenplay.

Memory and Research

The filmmaker who writes his own scripts can keep a file or scrapbook of
images for each scene during composition. This material can be used as
reference to specific locations or, in a more general sense, to evoke memories
and feelings. This is useful in developing the dramatic content of the story and
later as source material for design ideas during preproduction.



For example, if a story involves children, photos of a child's bedroom will
contain ideas and images that will convey that world in a way that words in a
script cannot. The pictures do not have to represent shots that the filmmaker
expects to use in the film, but can be used to communicate the spirit and tone of
a scene to the production designer or cinematographer. Shots of a child's toy
box, posters on a bedroom wall or the general chaos of a boy's closet will
contain details that are easily forgotten without the photographic record.
Writers often develop back stories, or biographies, for their characters that
describe their lives before the time frame presented in the story. By creating
fully rounded characters with pasts, writers can create the present more easily,
predicting in a sense the behavior of characters whose history they know.
Photographs, pictures from magazines, newspaper headlines, postcards or a
page photocopied from a high school yearbook can form a visual back story.
These real life details will help you imagine the grit and texture of your story
during the long hours spent in front of a typewriter or word processor.



David Byrne made drawings like these to develop his script for the movie
True Stories.

Connections

One tried and true method of organizing the structure of a script is the index
card layout. Rows of cards, each representing a scene in a story, are displayed
on a bulletin board. This permits the writer to see the overall structure all at
one time. A similar layout can be made using images to go along with each



scene. The images you find can be any kind of picture that sets the tone and
spirit of the scene. You might use a David Hockney painting or a Polaroid you
have made of friends at the beach or a 1958 cover of Boy's Life. If it stimulates
other images and feelings that bring the scene to mind, it's doing the job.

A similar technique uses images that represent the idea of a scene from your
script, but not the specific look of the scene itself. John Huston used this
indirect type of communication while giving Katharine Hepburn direction in
The African Queen. Dissatisfied with her conception of the role of Rosie, the
spinster missionary, he suggested that Hepburn play the role as if she were
Eleanor Roosevelt. This was far more useful advice than lengthy conversations
searching for ways to make an individual line or gesture funny. A picture or
photograph can be an equally evocative way of describing the tone and
atmosphere of a scene. For instance, if your script contains two men in a mid-
western bar in the 1950s, a photograph of the selections on a jukebox from that
time and region will set the mood in a way a script could not.

Sound and Music

Visualization isn't just images; sound and music are also part of the process
because they elicit images. Many filmmakers I know write to music. This helps
them visualize the mood and tempo of a scene. Some film editors cut sequences
to music they have selected even though it will be replaced by an original
score later on.

Music is also an excellent way of communicating the rhythm and pace of a
scene to the production designer or editor. This works even if you do not
anticipate using music in the scene. A cinematographer and production
designer may instantly grasp the feeling and even the cutting plan you're after
from your choice of music. Could Stanley Kubrick have found a better
description of how the opening space sequence in 2001: A Space Odyssey was
to look than the Strauss waltz that ultimately accompanied the languorous
movements of the spacecrafts?

Sound effects are also valuable, and the street traffic and echo of a far away
siren can help conjure images of city streets for a writer typing away in his
suburban home. Cassette recorders are so small and lightweight nowadays that
it's easy to carry one around to capture regional accents, snatches of dialogue,
office sounds or the summer hum of the woods. An actor would call these
sounds sense-memory cues, and one part of learning how to act is to heighten



one's sensitivity to the world through observation. Filmmakers should do the
same thing.

A Visual Sketchbook

Since a filmmaker must turn observation into images and sounds, spending time
looking through the viewfinder of a camera is one way he can hone his skills.
For me, filmmaking is a commitment to discovering how experience can be
transformed into images. Being behind the camera is a necessity, so I'm always
surprised how infrequently some filmmakers shoot films on their own. Super 8
cameras, camcorders, cassette recorders and still cameras for all budgets are
so convenient to use that a filmmaker has no excuse for not getting out in the
real world to practice his craft. The sounds and images recorded can serve as
research, but are also useful exercises for sharpening your eye. Apart from any
practical value they may have, image sketches are an end in themselves,
documents of your way of seeing and, most importantly, of the things seen.

PHASE TWO:
PRODUCTION DESIGN

While scriptwriting answers many of the “what” questions of the story,
production design answers the “where” and “how” questions of execution. The
visual and aural research that the filmmaker gathered while writing becomes
raw material for the plastic elements of film design. All the unconnected
pictures and sounds that the filmmaker accumulated in his sketchbooks can now
help to establish the mood and atmospheric detail of the actual film.

In rare cases, such as extremely low-budget or animated films, a filmmaker
will do his own design work, but most of the time he collaborates with a
production designer. The filmmaker begins the preproduction process by
having conferences with his production designer, explaining each scene of the
script as he sees it. If the filmmaker has researched his material while writing,
he already has a great deal of material for the designer to look at.

Script Breakdown

Filmmakers frequently spend as much time finding ways to shoot things
economically as they do perfecting the dramatic and visual elements of their
films. Professionals in feature films are so accustomed to hearing the meter



running that they are often unaware of how many creative options they do not
consider because of cost. But contrary to what you might think, the budget does
not always take precedence over creative concerns, and films do go over
budget because the producer, director and sometimes even the financing entity
feel that spending more money will improve the picture. This, however, is not
done without pain or penalty.

At the beginning of the preproduction process the assistant director and
production manager will do a script breakdown, which is essentially a
logistical and financial forecast of the film. The breakdown asks the basic
questions: How long will it take and how much will it cost? The breakdown
will change as the creative team works out the specific plan for the film, but
the total cost will remain the same and an increase in one area of production
will mean a decrease in some other category.

The script breakdown and production schedule are the best argument for
visualization. In almost every case, films are shot out of continuity to save
money. This is the logic that determines the breakdown: use any actor, set,
location or other resource as much as possible on any given day. Since actors
are paid a day rate, it is very inefficient to bring an actor to the set to recite a
few lines of dialogue for three scenes each shot on a separate day. Often the
breakdown/schedule will require that the actor say all his lines for each scene
he's included in on one day. Therefore the director often finds himself shooting
a scene from the middle and the end of a picture on the same day. The only
guide through this jigsaw puzzle schedule is the script. Unfortunately, this tells
the director practically nothing about the individual shots that are being
photographed on separate days even though they are pieces of a single scene.
The script supervisor will maintain a thorough record of continuity for each
shot and scene, but this is a record of what has gone before, not of what is to
come. This is why a storyboard or some other type of visualization is so
important. Even if it only serves to inspire the director to create new shots on
the set, the director will be able to see the total action of the story.

Pictorial Design

There are really two types of visual design that a filmmaker must consider:
pictorial and sequential. Pictorial considerations include set design, costumes,
props, makeup and any element that is layered on top of a location and must be
built, manufactured or otherwise obtained. Pictorial design is the film's



environment. It has a great deal in common with theatrical and architectural
design and 1s usually the specific responsibility of the art director. This highly
specialized craft is quite different from the sequential art skills of the writer,
continuity artist, director, cinematographer and editor.

Every creative team for a film works differently, and the director and
producer will set the tone for the collaboration and the division of
responsibility. The director will have specific requests for pictorial design,
but the art director is often permitted a great deal of latitude under the
production designer's auspices. The basic creative direction of a picture is
determined in an ongoing process by the director, production designer and art
director. After a great deal of discussion, production illustration begins so that
concepts can be evaluated within the group.

Patricia Von Brandenstein, production designer for many complex
productions including Amadeus and The Untouchables, is a strong advocate
for the primacy of the location, the physical reality of the space in front of the
camera in the design process. Though she is an accomplished artist who
produces fully rendered conceptual drawings when necessary, she prefers to
work out the sequential design of a movie on the set, walking through a
location with the director and cinematographer planning shots and staging. The
decisions made during the location “walk through” might be recorded in the
script as a shot list or in rough storyboards, but the cinematic aspects of the
scene were already determined on location.

In low-budget independent films, the production requirements are usually
kept to an absolute minimum and sets are usually prohibitively expensive. In
this case, production designers are more likely to go out and find workable
locations that can be used with a minimum of dressing. Directors tend to be
more involved on a nuts and bolts level with production design decisions on
very low-budget pictures, partly because there is not an overwhelming amount
of specialized design, but also because low-budget films are often made by
director/writers, filmmakers with considerable hands-on experience.

Continuity Design

Continuity design includes the composition of individual shots, the staging of

action, the choice of lenses and the order of the shots in the finished film. My

personal view is that these decisions are the responsibility of the director.
Continuity design usually begins in earnest when several of the location



decisions have been made. At this point, the filmmaker can begin to use
storyboards. Not every filmmaker likes to use detailed shooting plans. Some
filmmakers feel that adequate coverage is all they need to record a scene;
others do not want to inhibit their improvisational technique on the set. Still
others simply don't want the responsibility for the visual look of the film and
leave the continuity decisions to the production designer, cinematographer and
editor. Storyboards are not necessarily in conflict with all these goals, but if
you are not comfortable with this tool there is no reason to use them. Apart
from their practical advantages, however, they can be fun to work with.

Location Scouting

The first step in continuity design is to determine where individual scenes will
be shot, including the decision whether or not to shoot in a studio. During
preproduction, a filmmaker spends a great deal of time driving around with his
producer and production designer (and sometimes the cinematographer),
looking at shooting sites preselected by location scouts for final approval. At
the location the filmmaker walks through the basic action of the scene with the
production team, which might include the cinematographer, production
designer, producer and storyboard artist. Ideas that seemed to work in the
ideal, imaginary setting of the script may be impractical at an actual location,
and often new ideas arise out of the details and circumstances of a real place.

If the director is a visual stylist, rather than one who relies solely on his
production team to create the look of the film, he can shoot stills at this point,
testing angles, compositions and different lenses. The filmmaker may want to
invest in a director's viewfinder (basically a lens and view-finder combined)
for testing angles.

Personally, I would rather carry a 35mm SLR and a couple of zoom lenses
on location scouts so that I can test lenses and angles. In this case, it's possible
to purchase Kodak motion picture films spooled onto cassettes for your SLR.
What you end up with are slides that are shot on the same stock you expect to
use in principal photography, bringing your visualization that much closer to
the finished film. Another worthwhile addition to your director's kit is a
compass, which can help you determine the movement of the sun for lighting.
I'll talk about scouting kits in the next chapter.

The Illustrated Script



When most of the locations are secured, I think it's very important that the
filmmaker develop an overview of the film. One way to do this is to place
photographs and/or concept sketches in the script to depict the overall look of
each scene. Because preproduction is made up of a tremendous amount of
detail, directors tend to lose sight of pacing, mood and the visual arc of the
story as it relates to locations. Locations seen separately may appear very
different when placed sequentially in a script. The “illustrated script” is one
way to help the filmmaker gain a sense of the visual continuity of the entire
film.

Overview Meetings

I like the idea of having the creative team gathered in one place where the
research material for a scene can be laid out on the floor or on some other
large work surface. Everyone should be able to reach down to rearrange the
order of the pictures. This is like having a movable collage of research
material: coffee table books, magazines, posters, sketches, location photos and
concept sketches. For some reason this way of looking at ideas encourages the
team to find unexpected connections between them. Inevitably, these visual
discoveries have a direct impact on the dramatic content of the film as well.

PHASE THREE:
SCRIPT ANALYSIS

Every filmmaker will devise his own way of working with the script before
shooting. Some filmmakers use storyboards while others write out a shot list or
an aerial view diagram of the location indicating camera setups. There are
many ways of turning the script into sequences, and your way of working may
vary with the project. The suggestions that follow represent several methods of
devising a shot plan or storyboard for a scene. They could best be described as
a series of daydreaming sessions based on, but not restricted to, the script.

Let's apply the different methods of planning shots to a hypothetical script,
Appomattox, based on the surrender of Robert E. Lee to Ulysses S. Grant at
Appomattox Court House at the end of the Civil War.

After reading the script many times and working on a final polish with the
writer, the director has a general sense of how most of the scenes should be
staged. He has written notes in the margin of the script detailing specific ideas



and ultimately transfers these to a separate notebook, which includes
photographs, sketches and other reference material he has gathered. Later, he
visits Appomattox Court House and other location sites and takes photographs
at each place. Now the director is ready to begin working out the shot by shot
plan for each scene.

Creating a shot plan means describing the staging of the action, the size of
the shot, the choice of lens and the camera angle. If the director uses a shot list,
it might read: “Wide shot, using a long focal length lens to compress the
foreground and background. The camera is looking down on the Union line
from a modest high angle with trees in the immediate foreground. The camera
pans with a horseman who enters the right side of the frame.”

These are all traditional descriptions of the graphic quality and
photographic quality of a shot. The director, however, is ultimately interested
in how the photographic qualities of a shot determine the narrative effect of the
scene. The following exercise is a good way to heighten your awareness of the
relationship between visual and dramatic elements by rephrasing traditional
shot descriptions in dramatic terms. In the four categories listed below graphic
qualities are matched with equivalent narrative qualities, posed as questions.

1 Graphic — Where 1s the camera stationed?
Narrative — Whose point of view is being expressed?

2 Graphic — What is the size of the shot?
Narrative — What distance are we from the subject of the scene?

3 Graphic — What is our angle of view?
Narrative — What is our relationship to the subject?

4 Graphic — Are we cutting or moving the camera?
Narrative — Are we comparing points of view?
All these questions overlap somewhat, but answering them individually is a
technique that forces you to see the material in new ways. Now we can see
how they might be applied to the script excerpts from Appomattox.

Shot Plan—First Draft

After the director has visited the locations a second time and made preliminary
production choices based on the budget, he makes a shot plan that is more than
wishful thinking. He begins by taking the location photos and any other
research material and spreads it out where he works. Next, an image list is



made (not a shot list), based on the ideas that come to mind when reading the
script. He can write these on index cards, one image to a card. This exercise
amounts to free association and can include the director's feelings about the
characters, how they are standing or what they are looking at or the look of the
location. Sometimes a personal experience comes to mind that is pertinent. For
example, the director remembers losing a fight in elementary school and the
sympathetic look on the face of a friend afterwards. He writes this on an index
card. Finally, the director includes specific shot or compositional ideas or
thumbnail sketches if he has drawing skill.

Second Draft

Now the director becomes more specific. We will use script sample 1 from
Appomattox to show one way the director might work.

1. EXT. NORTHERN LINE AT APPOMATTOX CREEK - MIDDAY We are behind the thin
line of battle of the Northern troops. They are remarkably quiet as the entire line of men
watches four horsemen under a flag of truce approach across an open field. One of the
horsemen is General Robert E. Lee. The line slowly parts to let the riders pass. The soldiers
turn and watch Lee travel down the slope behind them into the trees that line the creek.
Several of the soldiers walk a short distance down the slope to see the horsemen disappear
into the mottled sunlight of the trees.

The action describes the first stage of Lee's surrender to Grant. The lines of
battle during the Civil War were nothing less than the boundary between
victory and defeat, so when the Confederacy's greatest general moves behind
the Union line it is an incredible moment. The Northern soldiers know they are
witnessing history and very probably the end of the Civil War.

It seems to be the screenwriter's intent in this scene to see the events from
the Northern soldiers' point of view. This is a valid choice and answers the
first of our four questions: Whose point of view is being expressed?

Next we need to answer question two: what is the size of the shot, wide,
medium, or close-up? Or, in narrative terms, what distance are we from the
subject? This requires some clarification. I prefer to think of shot size in terms
of distance since it discourages thinking of the shot size as a picture frame
surrounding the subject. Actually, the frame is a three-dimensional box with the
camera at one end. While we see the four sides of the frame we feel the
distance to the subject. Because the camera is our point of view, the size of the
frame tells us how close we are to the action or subject. In narrative film,



physical distance translates to emotional distance. When we speak of shot size
we are really talking about our emotional relationship with the action on
screen.

Since the director has decided to make the point of view of this first shot
that of the Union soldiers, the shot size /emotional distance refers to the
soldiers emotional separation from Robert E. Lee. He is at the dramatic center
of the scene. Though they may feel great admiration for him, and even
sympathy, he is still their mortal enemy. For this reason the director's choice of
shot size/distance never comes closer than a full shot of Lee as he rides past.
He must remain inscrutable. The audience must strain to see emotion on his
face. To achieve this, distance is required.

Now the director considers the angle of view. Having determined the point
of view and distance, he knows that the camera will be placed alongside the
soldiers awaiting Lee's approach. If the camera is at a low angle, it may cause
some practical problems because soldiers may block the camera's view. At the
same time, the director considers the experience of the men on the line to be
communal since they are all intently focused on Lee and share the same
concerns. Therefore, the camera should treat the soldiers as a group. For both
these reasons, the director believes the camera should be at a medium high
angle, perhaps 7-8 ft. above the ground. In this way, the camera has a clear
view of Lee while encompassing many of the soldiers in the shot.

Finally, the director comes to the question of editing (cutting vs. camera
movement) and whether or not the point of view should change. The director's
sense of the action is that it should develop slowly as Lee appears in the
distance and moves towards the Northern line. There may be shots of
individual soldiers as the word spreads that Lee is approaching, but the scene
is solemn and should not be rushed. Therefore, a sequence shot on a crane with
the camera dipping down among the men for a close look before moving up
again as General Lee passes would be a good choice. With this last decision
the director has determined how the scene will be shot.

This is how these decisions might be written in the shot list for script
sample 1:

“The camera is placed among the Northern troops on a crane or long jib
arm. Camera viewpoint is along the soldiers' line of sight to Lee approaching
at a distance. The camera starts low among the men as their attention turns to
Lee approaching. The camera follows the group of men to the line of battle.
The camera slowly goes up to 8-10 ft. as Lee passes by. Pan with Lee and



other horsemen as they pass. Additional shots: Shots of men at various
activities behind the line as they learn that Lee is coming.” Figure 5.1 would
accompany the notes.

As you can see the schematic drawing can only roughly approximate a dolly
shot combined with a crane move upwards when we are dealing with a
sequence shot. The choreography of camera and the subject (timing of the pan
and the position of the camera when Lee passes, etc.) cannot be shown without
notes. The schematic, however, enables the production designer,
cinematographer, production manager and assistant director to get cast, crew
and equipment to the right place. This plan outlines all the problems that the
creative and organizational team needs to know. This is our first plan for the
script; now we can try another.
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Figure 5.1

Moving on to script sample 2, the director shifts to another scene in a new
location.
CUT TO:

2. EXT. FIELD - NORTHERN SIDE

We are on the side of the Union skirmishers who were on the verge of clashing



with Rebel pickets when a one hour truce was called. The advance line of
graybacks are seated in a field at the edge of a line of trees facing the blue
skirmishers who are seated in and on both sides of a dusty road not quite 100
yards away. The men on both sides can see each other clearly. One Union
soldier sits near camera whiling away the time poking his bayonet into an
anthill.

This time the director doesn't analyze the scene but instead writes out the
action written in the script. He plans to cut several shots together rather than
use a sequence shot:

“Low angle of rebels in a field facing an equal number of bluecoats. Camera
is on the Union side shooting past several of the Union soldiers. In the extreme
foreground, a very young bluecoat passes the time by watching an ant crawl up
the bayonet of his rifle, which he has plunged into an anthill. More and more
ants come out. Across the field one of the rebels nearest the young bluecoat is
watching him from a distance of about 60 yards. The young bluecoat looks up
and the two soldiers make eye contact. Self-conscious, the bluecoat pulls his
gun out of the ground, destroying the anthill. He then shakes the ants off. Cut to
new shot from behind the rebel. The rebel sees the bluecoat raise his gun and
thinking that it is some kind of boastful gesture, picks up his own gun and lays
it across his lap. He looks straight back at the bluecoat staring him down with
a smile.”
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Figure 5.2: The schematic drawing at left uses numbers for each camera angle in
the sequence. The numbers correspond to the storyboard panels that would follow
this initial plan. The storyboard panels appear on pages 115 and 116.

Shot list:
1) Profile of bluecoat alongside anthill. Rebel soldier in b.g.
2) CU anthill and bayonet.
3) Reverse wide over the shoulder (OTS) of rebel soldier and bluecoat in
b.g.

4) Over the shoulder (OTS) of bluecoat and rebel inb.g.
Figure 5.2 shows how the schematic might appear for this scene.
Now we can move to script sample 3 and see how a dialogue scene might
be handled. This time we are in a farmhouse with General Lee.

3. INT. PARLOR - BRICK FARMHOUSE - AFTERNOON General Robert E. Lee, sits in a
chair in a corner of the room. He stares out the window.

Then realizing that he is staring, he begins to look around the room, but this is nothing more
than a form of pacing. Even this is studied, and no action or emotion is shown that will
betray his feelings. His military secretary, Lt. Col. Charles Marshall, a much younger man,



looks at a picture on the wall, taking his cue from his general to remain impassive. From
time to time Marshall looks to see what Lee is doing and finally takes a seat by the
fireplace.

Standing in the front hallway is Lt. Col. Orville Babcock of Grant's staff. He has left Lee
and Marshall alone in the parlor rather than make small talk, which is uncomfortable for all
of them. Babcock is greatly relieved to see General Grant and General Sheridan enter the
gate in the front yard. Babcock opens the door and lets the officers in. Everyone stands.

BABCOCK
(to Grant)
General Grant—

Grant barely acknowledges Babcock. His thoughts are on only one man. He goes directly
across the parlor to Lee, who stands to greet him. The two men shake hands.

GRANT
General Lee

Grant looks around for a chair and Lee sits in his former place. Grant is distracted for a
moment as Babcock lets five other officers into the room. They slowly file in and take
places around the room, and Marshall steps back to the fireplace. Grant pulls a chair up and
sits down directly across from Lee. Grant tries to make the moment less tense for both of
them.

GRANT

I met you once before General Lee. I was stationed in New Mexico, and you came to
inspect the brigade. I have always remembered your appearance and I think I should have
recognized you anywhere.

LEE

Yes, I know I met you on that occasion and I have tried to recollect how you looked. But I
have never been able to recall a single feature.

This time the shot plan is not worked out in full. Since an interior scene with
dialogue and restricted movement is more easily staged with the actors,
descriptions consist of observations about the characters and how they might
be revealed with the camera. The shot notes might appear as follows.

Shot plan:

1. Wide shot looking into room at Lee seated in the parlor of the farmhouse. In
the foreground is Lt. Col. Babcock, a member of Grant's staff, who escorted
Lee through the lines. Standing in the room near Lee is Lt. Col. Marshall, Lee's
military secretary. Babcock is looking out the window, but he has also chosen
to remain in the hall and leave Lee alone with Marshall. Babcock looks in at



Lee who is adjusting his glove. We hear voices outside Off screen, Babcock
straightens up.

2. Ext. Profile LONG SHOT of house and front yard. Slightly low angle. Grant
is entering the gate with General Sheridan. He is walking fast and brushing
dust off his rumpled uniform in a last minute effort to make himself
presentable, but he doesn't break stride as he does so.

3. Int. Shot of Parlor. Camera is behind Lee at back of room. Lee has stood up
to greet Grant. Grant enters the front door and walks straight to Lee. The two
men shake hands. CUT TO:

4. REVERSE SHOT OF LEE AND GRANT as they shake hands. Marshall
crosses frame and CAMERA PULLS BACK. Grant looks for a chair, Lee sits
in his former place and Grant pulls up a chair for himself before Babcock can
help him. Grant seems nervous. Lee is a study in composure. CUT TO:

5. MED. SHOT OF FRONT DOOR. Camera height 5 ft. Union officers enter
quietly as if attending a funeral. All steal glances of Lee. Camera backs up
with them, pans with one officer to —

WIDE SHOT OF ROOM. ANGULAR PROFILE OF LEE AND GRANT,
FAVORING LEE. Camera height 4 ft. Hold this throughout the entire
conversation between the generals (this is the master).

6. OTSLEE.

7. OTS GRANT.
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Figure 5.3: This storyboard began with the schematic in Figure 5.2 (page 110).
8. CULEE.

9. CU GRANT.

As you can see, there's no strict form. Notes, diagrams, shot lists anything that
clarifies what needs to be shot is useful. The only goal is to be concise and to
the point while including all the important visual detail. Usually an overall
description of the staging and visual action precedes the numbered shots. In
this way, the cameraman, actors and crew will understand the general plan and
purpose for the staging, so that when the numbered shots appear, the cutting and
composition of the scene is clear.

Preparing a Storyboard

The shot plan the director just prepared is fairly precise. Now he's ready to
turn this into a storyboard. One way to begin is to write out the shot plan in
storyboard boxes but without drawings. This forces the director to think in
sequence. For some reason, even a shot list seems to be more cinematic—
closer to what will be seen on the screen—if each shot description appears
within the borders of a frame. Storyboard frames of this type for the shot plan
appearing on page 114 are shown in Figure 5.3, above.

Next, the director adds drawings or photographs. This could be thumbnail
sketches or Polaroids. Figures can be drawn over any photos. The director has
a supply of close-ups, medium shots and long shots of the principal actors. He
uses these for his storyboard. He pastes the storyboard panels onto individual
pages and places them in a loose-leaf binder so that the order of the shots can
be changed. Figure 5.4 on page 114 is the type of drawing the director might
make at this stage.
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Figure 5.4: This is the final storyboard resulting from the script interpretation
process.

The director plays music while working with the storyboard and imagining
the scene. Different music suggests different ideas. When working with a
dramatic scene the director might record rehearsal dialogue and play this back
while designing a scene.

It may take several films to greatly improve your visual memory by working
with sequential art in this way, but your visualization skills will ultimately be
sharpened. Longer and more complex sequences will eventually become easier
to manage. You will find that your ability to judge what does and does not
work (for you) has greatly improved.

Models and Miniatures

For a film like Appomattox, models are particularly valuable. The first scene
in our sample script—Lee crossing the Union line of battle during a truce—
involves hundreds of costumed extras, horses and special props like wagons
and cannons. The logistical problem of staging a scene of this type is
enormous, and visualizing what goes on behind the camera is as important as
visualizing what the camera will record. The assistant director and the
production manager might want to include access roads, generator truck, crane,
dolly track and any other equipment that will be a factor in staging the action.
Planning the first scene of Appomattox, the director tries different groupings



of the miniature figures, photographing each of them with a still camera. The
director shoots several photographs, some with the framing he would like to
see for specific shots, and other, wider framings to give an overview of the
location. He also shoots bird's-eye views of the miniature set, which will be
helpful in later discussions with the production team.

Once the director has the prints of the wide shot he can draw on them using a
felt-tip marker. In this way he can indicate the motion of the camera or show
what the camera sees in a pan shot. In fact, all the storyboard drawing
techniques in Chapter 3 can be added to the photos to indicate motion, camera
movement or staging.

The interior scene in Appomattox can be treated in the same way. The
interior walls of the actual location or set can be photographed, printed and
pasted on foam core like miniature flats. Figures and dollhouse furniture are
added to the model. If you have a close-up lens, macro lens or a set of
diopters, you will be able to photograph medium shots and even close-ups of
the toy figures. Models are more easily adapted to large complex scenes, but
the final judge of their appropriateness is whether or not the director has been
able to perfect the scene without them. As with any visualization tool, its main
function is provoking the imagination of the filmmaker.

PHASE FOUR: CINEMATOGRAPHY

It's not uncommon for a busy cinematographer to join the production team of a
film only a few weeks before principal photography begins. This means he has
to move quickly to learn the production demands of the film, which has
probably been in preproduction for many months. Upon joining the team, the
cinematographer immediately visits the locations with the director, reviews the
storyboards, sets, props, costumes and makeup, possibly shooting tests of any
of these elements.

Though it varies with each film, the cinematographer's major
responsibilities are lighting, exposing the film and executing the framing and
camera movement determined by the production designer, the director and the
cinematographer himself. It seems strange to many people that the
cinematographer does not have absolute control of the shot flow, but it is
ultimately the director's call.

Communication between the director and the cinematographer is crucial.
Some filmmakers show their cinematographers photographs, paintings, other



films or any other visual source as a way of illustrating what they're after
stylistically. Often an evocative description is all that's needed to give the
director of photography the direction he needs. Naturally, this will provoke
discussions and controversy out of which solutions and new ideas are forged.

In the final weeks before shooting, the director should have a precise
understanding of the environment of his story, including sets, locations, major
props, costumes and makeup. Evaluation of lighting and photography can be
made at this time by shooting test footage of any of the design elements, making
adjustments where necessary.

PHASE FIVE: REHEARSAL

Among the pleasures of reading or watching fiction are the odd details and
evanescent moments of everyday life that we often forget until we see themin a
book or on the screen. Actors and directors store up these impressions through
constant observation, and this is one of the things you hope to uncover while
collaborating. Often the pressure of the shooting process gets in the way of
tapping these small bits of behavior, which the actor must incorporate
intuitively. When this happens, actors and directors tend to fall back on the
obvious in their creative choices. It is the director's job to create an
environment in which the actor can connect with his adventurous impulses and
find the unexpected and unpredictable in their work together. It is this, more
than anything else, that contributes to creative staging (and all other aspects of
performance). Once the actor locates within himself the quirkiness of the
everyday and makes it his own through action, the director has only to compose
it within the frame.

Unfortunately, rehearsal time on most features is very short (sometimes
nonexistent) as compared with live theater. If a full cast is assembled for two
or three weeks before the film begins, this is considered extremely generous.
By comparison, stage directors are accustomed to having three or four times as
much rehearsal time.

Previewing Scenes

Once the actors are available to begin working on scenes, one visualizing tool
stands out that is invaluable—video. Even a single viewpoint recorded during
a rehearsal is tremendously informative. Placing a frame around the actors
changes the way a scene plays, so the director will discover problems and



opportunities that were not apparent before.

The structure and pacing can also be approximated with simple editing of
master scenes. A rough cut of two or three consecutive scenes is easily
assembled every few days using an inexpensive off-line editing system. Since
the appropriate transitions (dissolves, wipes, etc.) and a temporary music track
can be added fairly easily, the filmmaker can get a very good sense of the
dramatic flow of the picture. Depending on the type of film, longer sections of
the film can be assembled. Obviously, it's easier to simulate scenes in a small
film than those in a sprawling action picture, but in any case the fundamental
dramatic thrust of the performances can be previewed. The difficulty of honing
a script and performances within the hectic schedule of a motion picture
production was one of the reasons that MGM's head of production, Irving
Thalberg, followed Groucho Marx's suggestion that the Marx Brothers test the
routines for 4 Night at the Opera on stage before a live audience before
filming began.

In addition to previewing dramatic elements, the specifics of camera angles
and staging can also be refined. If possible, working at the location site is
ideal but not absolutely necessary. If a rehearsal space is used, the floor can be
marked off with masking tape indicating doorways and furniture so that the
actors have the general sense of the layout of an actual location. If props are
available, or the appropriate furniture can be found, this is better still. An actor
1s motivated by the detail of a place. Any prop that can be easily included to
give the rehearsal space reality is a plus. If a scene takes place in a diner, go to
a diner during off hours with the actors. Usually no one will object to your
having an assistant set up a VHS camcorder. Scenes in cars, bedrooms, parks,
a lawyer's office or any other relatively simple setting are easily recorded.
Video previewing is also an excellent way to permit your actors to improvise
ideas for the script. Once recorded, a new line of dialogue or a gesture is
preserved and can be added to the script.

If you are using a sketch artist to do boards it might be useful for him or her
to attend the rehearsals from time to time or to view the rehearsal tapes. If a
rehearsal room is used to simulate a location not yet available—for example, a
busy shopping mall interior—the artist will be able to add the background in
his drawings.

This brings us to the final stages of the production cycle, and at this point
you are into principal photography. Visualization continues, though by now the
director has previewed so many versions of the script that he can fluidly



improvise 1f he so chooses. Much of the time things will be shot according to a
definite plan, and the director and crew will have the storyboard on set to refer
to. Ed Verraux, a production illustrator turned art director, who storyboarded
several of Steven Spielberg's movies, told me highly rendered boards for each
shooting day were displayed on the set for the crew to see. As each shot was
accomplished it was checked off.

Postproduction

Finally, the editor receives the storyboards and camera notes from the
continuity person. (The editor may have been involved in storyboard
conferences at some point.) In some instances, the editor is rough cutting during
the making of the picture and may be on location with his flatbed. A 1-4 minute
dialogue sequence, shot in one day, can often be rough-cut after the film returns
from the lab. Electronic editing can speed up the assembly process; however,
additional time is needed at the lab to transfer the footage to tape.

Storyboards can also be used in editing by drawing panels based on actual
footage. I have used this method several times when cutting on a flatbed editing
table. By placing a sheet of paper over the screen on the flatbed, I am able to
quickly trace individual panels for each shot. The shots are then laid out on the
floor in rows. I keep rearranging the order until the graphic flow seems to
work smoothly. This saves an enormous amount of trial and error when
splicing the actual film.

Research Tools and Materials

There are several basic tools a filmmaker should own for visualizing his film
and as a way of keeping his technique sharpened. We've already spoken about
several of them: the director's finders, video cameras and still cameras. Here
are some further thoughts on the subject. The 35mm SLR is still the most
indispensable tool a filmmaker can own. Nearly all the motion picture lenses
described in this book have equivalents in the 35mm SLR format. If you own
two zoom lenses in popular ranges such as 30-80mm and 80-200mm they will
cover most of the situations you will encounter in filmmaking, If any additional
lenses are needed, it will probably be at the wide end, and 28mm and 24mm
primes will be the most useful. New and better zoom lenses are coming out all
the time and you may find a range of focal lengths that is better for your needs.
Since I have been a professional photographer for many years, my kit includes



lenses from 17mm to 1000mm and a variety of close-up diopters and filters.
Frankly, this 1s a heavy load for scouting, and because I usually know in
advance what lenses I will use for a proposed scene, some of the equipment
stays packed away as I hike around a set or location. However, at one time or
another each lens I own comes in handy.

Polaroid cameras are useful for location work, and the amateur models are
cheap and convenient. For more demanding work the 600 SE professional
model has three interchangeable lenses and manual aperture, shutter speed and
focus controls. A few years ago, I resurrected an old SX 70 (now
discontinued) because it could focus down to 1 ft., permitting instant, extreme
close-up photography. Polaroids are also useful for storyboarding if you need a
reference shot fast. You need only step outside into the driveway to get a shot
of a car or a low angle of a house or a shot of a model or any other subject you
require for reference.

If you're interested in an enhanced Polaroid camera for visualizing, you
might want to contact the 4 Designs Company at 6531 Grosse Point Ave.,
Canoga Park, CA 91307, (818) 716-8540, for literature describing their
complete product line. They specialize in rebuilding and modifying
discontinued Polaroid cameras to accept the newer pack film. The advantage
to the older Polaroid cameras is that they permit manual shutter and exposure
control. Still photographers have been using these cameras for years for testing
exposure and lighting, particularly for strobe sources. 4 Designs also builds
additional features into the cameras, such as multiple exposure capability or
fitting standard “PC” strobe connections to the shutter.

I like to shoot slide film, so a light box is a valuable way to look at a day's
work. Fairly inexpensive $60 - $200 color-corrected boxes are available that
permit the viewing of 25 to 150 slides. Light boxes allow you to easily arrange
and rearrange sequences.

Scouting Kits

Your kit should include a compass, the camera or cameras of your choice, extra
film, a minicassette recorder for notes, pad and pencil, measuring tapes (up to
50 ft.) and a plastic bag to cover your equipment in case of a sudden downpour
(it's happened to me on horseback, miles from the stable). Art director, Harold
Michelson, told me he carries an infrared measuring device so that he can
calculate the height of tall ceilings or other inaccessible places.



Part 11

Elements of the
Continuity Style







6 COMPOSING SHOTS: SPATIAL
CONNECTIONS

Shot Size

As we all know, the universal units of composition are the long shot, the
medium shot, and the close-up. These shots are a development of the continuity
system insofar as they are overlapping portions of a single space and only
make sense in relation to one another. That is, they are used together to create a
consistent spatial/temporal order. Though they can be used to describe spaces
as large as the solar system or as small as the head of a pin, we always know
approximately how large an area is being framed when these terms are used.
That's because the shots are scaled to the subject and related to one another
proportionately.

A long shot of the World Trade Center frames all of the twin towers and a
generous piece of Manhattan; a medium shot of the building would lop off
some of the lower floors. Moving in for a close-up, a single window might fill
the frame. There are no absolute rules in the use of these terms and even the
terms themselves vary. In Figure 6.1 on page 122 the basic framing heights are
shown for the human figure.

The change of size from shot to shot varies but is determined by the limits of
identification. As long as we recognize that each shot is an overlapping portion
of the wide shot, the change in scale is permissible. Actually, even this
definition must take into account the change in editing styles over several
decades. The move from wide shot to close-up was considered too radical a
jump for audiences during the first five decades of motion pictures unless a
medium shot was used in between. Hollywood editors were forbidden to
juxtapose a wide shot with a close-up lest they confuse the audience as to
where the close-up was taking place. Today, after several decades of
familiarity with Hollywood conventions, audiences easily accept extreme
changes in scale. If anything, it is likely that the conservative editing rules of
the past lagged behind audience understanding.

Visual recognition between shots, however, is only half the strategy of the
continuity style. Most often the relationship between shots is one of implication
or inference. For example, we see a wide shot of a man approaching a door.



This is followed by a cut to an extreme close-up of the man's hand turning the
doorknob. Even if the doorknob was too small to attract our attention in the
wide shot, we expect that it is connected to the previous shot since it makes
logical sense, even though we could be looking at another doorway in a
different place and time. Narrative logic and the visual connection between
shots cooperate to create a sense of continuous space. This pair of ideas, cause
and effect and spatial recognition, provide the organizational basis of the

continuity style.
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Figure 6.1: Basic Framing heights for the human figure.

Long shots, medium shots, and close-ups can describe any subject or
location but are most often used to describe the human figure. The terms take
on special meaning in this connection. Here the change in scale between shots
is not related by logic or visual recognition alone. Instead, framing is
determined by conventions of post-Renaissance art or what are generally
considered pleasing and balanced compositions.

The Close-up

Television has greatly increased the use of the close-up. To compensate for the
small size of the screen, the close-up is used to bring us into closer contact
with the action. For dialogue sequences the shoulder-and-head shot has
become the predominant framing. Cost-minded producers like the tighter shots
because they are easier to light and can be joined to almost any other shot,
reducing the amount of coverage needed. The preference for the close-up has
been carried over to feature films as more and more film directors graduate
from television to the big screen.

In film the eyes have it. Jean-Luc Godard once said that the most natural cut
is the cut on the look. The powerful suggestiveness of this gesture helps
explain film's love affair with winks, glances, stares, tears, squints, glares and
the whole range of language that the eyes command. The eyes are perhaps the
most expressive feature of the human face, communicating silently what the
mouth must do largely with words and sounds. A look can tell us that an object
out of frame is of interest, and it can tell us in which direction the object 1is
located. In the same way that the focal length of the lens and the angle of the
camera can place the viewer in a definite relationship with the subjects on the
screen, the eye-line of a subject clearly determines spatial relations in the
scene space. Viewers are particularly sensitive to incongruities in the sight
lines between subjects who are looking at each other and in most situations can
easily detect when the eye match is slightly off. The use of lens-axis
teleprompters has come about largely because audiences are aware when a
performer is looking at a cue card that is only a few inches off center.

The close-up can bring us into a more intimate relationship with the subjects
on the screen than we would normally have with anyone but our closest friends
or family. Sometimes this capacity for inspection can be overdone, and the
close-up becomes a violation of privacy by forcing a degree of intimacy that



should only be shared by consent. The camera, however, does not require
consent, particularly if it is equipped with a telephoto lens. Television news
cameramen frequently pry into the lives of families during moments of grief;,
using extreme close-ups. Viewers may find themselves uncomfortable watching
scenes that they would normally have the tact to turn away from in their daily
lives.

In every culture there are customs of privacy, physical contact and accepted
behavior based on the distances permitted between people in various
situations. A filmmaker can use the camera to record these social distances in
such a way that we react to them as if they were happening within our own
personal space. Not only can the close-up reveal the intimate, it can make us
feel as if we are intruding on moments of privacy or sharing a moment of
vulnerability—as if the person on the screen has opened himself up to us. We
can be made to feel detachment or an emotional involvement with events and
subjects on the screen largely through the manipulation of space with the lens
of the camera.

Figure 6.2 features a series of eight close-up framings in three aspect ratios,
Academy aperture, which is the same as 16mm and television (1.33:1); wide
screen (1.85:1); and the anamorphic Cinemascope process (2.35:1).

The images are shown in pairs as they might appear together in a sequence
because the balance or imbalance of any frame is dependent on the shots that
come before and after it. In the first two frames the subjects are positioned
dead center. If you move your eyes over these frames, “reading” them as though
they were edited, you will see that there is no rhythm in the shot change since
the eyes remain focused on the center of the screen. Compare this with frames
3 and 4. Here the off-center compositions in alternate close-ups creates a
left/right eye motion that is dynamic. This effect becomes more pronounced as
the width of the screen increases. Here we have a good example of what is
meant by sequential art, since compositions are not judged individually but by
how they combine in a sequence.

Conventions in western art favor portraits that position the human face
slighty off-center to avoid disturbing symmetrical compositions. The customary
solution is to leave extra space on the side of the screen the subject is looking
at and more space at the bottom of the frame than at the top. In film, the use of
off-center compositions becomes more common as the screen widens. But
don't let this stand in the way of experimentation. There is no reason for
filmmakers to accept these limitations if they do not suit their sense of design.



The following examples illustrate common and uncommon framing
proportions.
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Figure 6.2:Close-up in three aspect rations

Extreme use of screen width is possible as shown in Figure 6.3, illustrating
unconventional treatments of portrait composition. Sharply off-center framing
is possible in any aspect ratio though the effect becomes more pronounced the
wider the screen. This type of composition has become quite common in
television commercials recently, influenced by print graphics in advertising.
This has had a subtle influence on the movies, which tend to absorb techniques
from the other arts.



Figure 6.3




The eyes, mouth and ears are frequently given extreme close-ups of their
own, usually to advance some specific part of the narrative. For example, a
shot of a woman walking home alone at night on a lonely street might be
followed by an extreme close-up of her ear, as faint footsteps are heard. A
similar setup might utilize a close-up of her eyes indicating her fear. These are
familiar devices and there are many more ways that you can utilize macro
close-ups if you begin to experiment. Three versions of extreme and macro
close-ups are shown in Figure 6.4 On page 128. In all cases, the viewpoint
was from the front or side of the face favoring the features. This is just one
more convention that need not limit your individual style. Unconventional
viewpoints, framing and shot size can be used to explore portraiture through
texture, light and the infinite varieties of form. This does not mean that you
have to give up traditional methods. They are by no means exhausted and can
be as communicative, startling and moving as more experimental techniques.



The Medium Shot

Before television began emphasizing the use of the close-up and extreme
close-up, the medium shot was the workhorse for dialogue scenes throughout
the sound period. Combining valuable qualities of the full shot and the close-
up, it is still widely employed in television and feature films. Like the full shot,
the medium shot captures an actor's gestures and body language, but is still
tight enough to include subtle variations in facial expression.

The medium shot is also the general range in which group shots are
composed for dialogue scenes. The two-shot, three-shot, four-shot or five-shot
are the typical groupings. With more than five players in the frame the camera
often must pull back into the full-shot range to include everyone if the figures
are not significantly overlapped. The medium shot shares the honors with the
close-up for popularity at the present time but only insofar as it is used in
conjunction with close-upsnot as the primary setup for a scene. We will pass
over examples of medium shots in this section and cover them in depth later in
the workshop section of the book.



Figure 6.4

The Full Shot

The full shot as an alternative to the medium or close-up has fallen into disuse
in the last twenty years, relegated to the function of an establishing shot when it
1s necessary to connect a character and a location in a single shot. Filmmakers
seem to be reluctant to play a scene wide if a close-up or medium shot can be
substituted. One of the reasons the full shot is underused is that it requires
dialogue scenes to be played in long takes. This is because the full shot usually
frames all the speaking characters in a scene, making a cutting pattern of
medium and close-up shots unnecessary. If the long shot 1s used with these two
tighter framings, the editing pattern invariably moves in close and does not
return to the full shot. While the medium and long shots can encompass the
action in a scene without resorting to other shots to fulfill the narrative, a



close-up generally must be accompanied by other close-ups, medium or full
shots to fulfill the narrative requirements of a scene.

One of the full shot's most attractive qualities is that it allows the actor to
use body language. This type of physical expression has all but disappeared
from the movies since the silent period. Again, television and tight-fisted
producers are to blame since there is nothing as inexpensive to shoot or to light
as the close-up. This is most clear in the way dance is photographed in music
videos, which rarely show the full figure in extended shots.

Compositionally, the long shot of a single figure offers many of the same
opportunities for asymmetrical framing as the close-up. The vertical line of the
standing figure easily fits into designs that stress graphic patterns particularly
in the wider formats.

Figure 6.5 on page 130 features two full shots illustrating frame balance.
Slightly off-center framing is so common today that a centered subject is nearly
as powerful as a drastically decentered composition.

The Line of Action

The general approach in this book is to encourage the development of solutions
that are adapted to the individual needs of the filmmaker. Many of the solutions
that will be shown are part of recognizable strategies, but the filmmaker's
personal vision can at any time overrule systems, accepted practice, traditional
wisdom or convention. Having said that, we can look at the most basic rule of
camera placement that the continuity system observes: the line of action.

The purpose of the line of action 1s quite simple: It organizes camera angles
to preserve consistent screen direction and space. It's also useful for
organizing the shooting plan. Because the set has to be relit every time the
camera is moved to a new angle, it makes sense to gang shots sharing a similar
angle of view together, so that they can be shot at one time. This avoids having
to light any camera position more than once.

We can think of the line of action as an imaginary partition running through
the space in front of the camera. It was originally devised to make sure that if
multiple angles of a scene were shot, they could be cut together without a
confusing reversal of left and right screen space. This way, subjects moving
through the frame in one shot continue in the same direction in a subsequent
shot. The line of action is also called the “180- degree rule” or the “axis of
action,” illustrated in Figure 6.6 on page 131. To maintain consistent screen



direction of the two people seated at the table, the continuity system proposes
that an 1maginary line of action be drawn between them. The direction of the
line can be anywhere the filmmaker chooses, but it is usually the line of sight
between subjects featured in a scene. Once the line is determined, a working
space of 180 degrees (the gray semicircle) is established. For any scene or
sequence, only camera positions within the established semicircle are
permitted. The result is that the screen direction of any shots obtained from one
side of the line will be consistent with each other. This is illustrated in Figure
6.7, which shows the shots obtained with cameras A, B and C of Figure 6.6.
Camera positions that are outside the gray working space are said to be across
the line or over the line. Figure 6.8 shows what happens if we edit shots from
both sides of the line together, in this case, cameras A and F. The result is that
the man is looking at the back of the woman's head.
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Figure 6.5: Frame balance

The Triangle System



When the line of action is in use, another convention, the triangle system of
camera placement, is a shorthand way of describing camera positions on one
side of the line. The system proposes that all the basic shots possible for any
subject can be taken from three points within the 180-degree working space.
Connecting the three points, we have a triangle of variable shape and size
depending on the placement of the cameras. Any shot can be joined to any other
shot in the triangle system of setups. The system includes all the basic shot
sizes and camera angles used for dialogue scenes in the continuity style. The
triangle system is employed for all types of situations, including single subjects
and action scenes. It is used extensively for live television programs such as
quiz shows, sports programs and sit-coms. Even though three cameras are
pictured in the following examples, a single camera can be moved to each
point along the triangle and the different setups obtained individually. This is
often the case in feature films. However, the triangle system lends itself to the
multiple camera setup as long as extensive staging or camera movement is not
required. This would create the problem of one camera moving in front of
another. There are five basic camera setups that can be obtained within the
triangle: Angular singles (medium shots or close-ups), master two-shots, over-
the-shoulder shots, point-of-view singles (medium shots or close-ups) and
profile shots.

Figure 6.6
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Figure 6.9

In Figure 6.9, camera positions A and C are angular shots of the two
subjects seated at the table. Position B is a two-shot. The framings
accompanying each camera position, of course, could be varied, and the shot
size for cameras A and C can be any size from an extreme close-up to a full
shot.

Figure 6.10 is the second triangle setup for over-the-shoulder shots.
Cameras A and C are moved into the over-the-shoulder position. Camera B
always obtains the two-shot as in Figure 6.9 and so is not included in the
subsequent examples. Variations are only obtained with the outside or wing
camera positions.

Camera A Camera C

78 AW

Figure 6.10

In the setup pictured in Figure 6.11, cameras A and C have been moved just
inside the line of action or, more appropriately, the line of sight of the subjects.
Camera positions A and C are now used to obtain close-ups from each
subject's point of view. In this case, the subject not being photographed would
be moved out of the way to place the camera in position. This is indicated by
the broken line.



Figure 6.11

Figure 6.12 shows the last possible setup within the triangle method—
profile shots using cameras A and C. Naturally, the exact angle of the shot,
composition and shot size are infinitely variable within the triangle as long as
the line of action 1s not violated.




Figure 6.12

Establishing a New Line of Action With a New Sight
Line

The only time the camera is permitted to cross the line of action is when a new
line 1s established. One way to do this is shown in Figure 6.13. In this
example, the old line is established between the couple seated at the table. A
second man approaches the table and the seated man turns his attention to him.
This new line of sight establishes a new line of action and a corresponding
180-degree working space for the camera. This is indicated by the gray
semicircle. The establishment of a new line is usually set up with a shot of a
person who turns his attention to a new area or person within the frame. This
pivot shot joins the two lines of action.

Figure 6.13

Once the new line of action has been set up, the camera can move across the
old line of action anywhere within the new working space as long as the sight
line remains with the two men. You will notice that this space also includes
the woman. Even though it i1s permissible under the 180-degree rule, a camera
will not be placed in quadrant X to photograph the woman. The next time she
is seen in a shot, the camera will be located according to the old line of
action. This 1s called a reestablishing shot. Conventional wisdom advocates
reusing lines of action and the corresponding camera setups so that a consistent
sense of space is reinforced through repetition. Once the basic editing pattern
(and shot geography) has been established, a return to an old line of action



does not have to be motivated by the pivot shot since the viewer has a general
sense of the spatial relationships between actors.

The business of changing lines is considerably less complicated in practice.
The shooting plan is arranged so that all the shots from a given angle are
consolidated even if dialogue is shot out of order. Later, the shots are edited
into the proper dramatic sequence. On screen, the changing line of action may
appear to follow a far more complex scheme than was actually the case.

Establishing a New Line When a Player Crosses the
Line

A second method of establishing a new line is to have one of the players in a
scene cross his own line of action. This is shown in Figure 6.14 on page 136.
As before, the line of action is between the seated couple; the working space
for the camera is on the near side of the line (A). In Step One, the actor gets up
from the table and moves to a new position over the line into space B. As soon
as the man reestablishes eye contact with the woman in Step Two, the new line
of action is established. The new line overrules the old line, which 1s no
longer in effect. Again, a working space of 180 degrees is created. The only
requirement for this strategy is that the actor's relocation must be seen clearly
in a shot that permits the viewer to reorient himself.



Figure 6.14

Another factor to consider when establishing any new line is which side to
use for the camera. Figure 6.15 on page 137 illustrates an alternative setup to
the one in Figure 6.14. This time the working space for the camera is on the
opposite side of the line. Either choice is permissible as long as the new
space agrees with the pivot shot taken from the previous line of action. This
is shown in Figure 6.16. Part One shows the line of action and corresponding
semicircular working space for the camera. The line bisecting the semicircle is
the new line of action that will be established when the man moves to the
standing position to face the woman. Cameras A and B represent the choices
for the pivot shot used to record the man as he moves to the new position. Part
Two of the diagram shows the 180-degree working space that you would use if
camera position B were used for the pivot shot. Part Three shows the 180-
degree working space if camera position A were used for the pivot shot.



Figure 6.15

Part One

Pivot Shot & B
(Your Choice)

A
Part Three

Figure 6.16

As a rule, the working area chosen for each new line of action keeps the
camera in the center of the group when shooting dialogue situations at a table
or in a confined space.

Moving the Camera Over the Line

Not only can a player cross the line and establish a new one, but the camera



can pan, dolly or make a crane move to a new space and a new line of action.
This is easily accomplished as long as the camera movement is uninterrupted.
In this situation, an eyeline does not have to be established and the camera can
move from one side of the line of sight between two players to the other
without confusion. Figure 6.17 shows one version of this strategy with a
curved camera path (black dotted line) crossing the line of action.

tine of Action,

Camera Moves
Across the Line

Figure 6.17

Cutaways and Bridge Shots

Another way to cross the line to another part of the scene is to interrupt the
geography of a sequence with a shot that is clearly related to the action, but not
the geography of the scene. For instance, let's say that we have established the
line of action in a scene in the classroom of a school. We want to cross the
line, but none of the strategies we have looked at in previous examples will
work within the action of the scene. In this case, we photograph a close-up of a
student's notebook or other pertinent detail. This cutaway serves the same
purpose as the pivot shot. When we return to the main action, the camera can
be moved over the line and a new line established. This solution is generally
used as a quick fix in the editing process when problems of continuity arise.

The Line of Action for Moving Subjects and Action

In my opinion, the line of action is most useful when used to organize the
photography of multiple-player dialogue sequences. Though screen direction



would seem to be crucial to understanding the relationship of fast moving
subjects—for instance, cars in a chase sequence—unquestioning observance of
the line of action may actually stand in the way of more interesting
arrangements of shots. For one thing, continuity editing is not the only way of
organizing film images: Other methods, such as kinetic or analytical editing,
may be in conflict with strict continuity and yet provide better solutions to
creative problems. For another, today's viewers are so visually sophisticated
that they are able to “read” unconventional editing patterns with relative ease.
Be aware that more dynamic results may be obtained in some sequences if the
line 1s crossed and screen direction is reversed. Later we'll be looking at other
types of editing more closely, but for now, as we continue to explore the line of
action, keep in mind that there are alternative ways of organizing shots.

Figure 6.18: Line of action follows direction of motion.

Action Sequences

In action sequences there 1s frequently no line of sight to establish the line of
action. In this case, the line of action follows the dominant motion of the
subject of the shot. If one car is pursuing another, the line is the path of the
cars, as shown in Figure 6.18. If the two cars are alongside each other, an
additional line of action can be established between the cars. I call this the



implied sight line because even when the drivers of the cars are not prominent
in the shot, the cars become the symbols of the drivers and their line of sight.
This situation is peculiar to cars, boats, planes or any other conveyance that
has a driver. Both lines are shown in Figure 6.19. Shots photographed from
both sides of the line of motion (camera positions A, C and B, D) will result in
a reversal of screen direction when cut together, as shown in the accompanying
storyboard panels. The implied sight line is a special case and only overrides
the line of motion temporarily. Otherwise, the line of motion 1s the prevailing
rule. While this may seem like the type of situation that the 180-degree rule
was devised to prevent, it is actually a common editing pattern even in
dialogue scenes where there is a line of motion and an implied sight line.

This is the case in The Godfather Part 11 when the young Vito Corleone is
driving a small truck along crowded New York streets. Fanucci, the local
crime lord, is seated next to Vito, and they have a conversation as the car
moves along. Two tracking shots are used, one on each side of the car, framing
a good deal of the car and the moving background. Cut together the shots form
a pair of very wide over-the-shoulder shots. Each time there is a cut during the
conversation, the background reverses direction. The abruptness of the cut
could have been softened if the shots were tighter, so that Vito and Fanucci
filled the frame. As it turns out, the shot change is not bothersome and so stands
as an example of the latitude possible within the 180-degree rule.




Figure 6.19, Part 1: Two possible lines of action.

SHOT FROM CAMERA
| POSITION C

SHOT FROM CAMERA
POSITION A

Figure 6.19, Part 2

Crossing the Line in Action Sequences

The strategies for “properly” crossing the line in nondialogue situations are
essentially the same as those illustrated for dialogue scenes, beginning with
Figure 6.13, page 135. The only difference is that the principal line of motion
is substituted for the sight line. To recap, there are three basic ways to
establish a new line of action/motion:

1) A subject (car, horse, person, etc.) can cross the line establishing a new one
by the direction of his new line of motion.

2) The camera can cross the line either following a subject to a new scene
space or merely traveling for graphic variety to a new viewpoint.

3) A new subject can enter the frame and become the dominant line of motion
in contrast to the first. This is analogous to the situation in Figure 6.13 when a
new character entered the scene establishing a new line of sight.

Crossing the Line While on the Line

The closer the camera is to the line of action, the more difficult it is to detect



when the camera has crossed the line. In Figure 6.20 camera positions A and B
are on the line of action, so when they are edited together there is a reversal of
screen direction. This type of sequence would probably have been avoided 60
years ago; but today, audiences have no problem understanding the geography
of the scene space in this editing pattern. This reversal is somewhat more
startling than is sometimes the case when shooting on the line since the subject
is in profile. When the subject's sight line is the same as the line of action, we
get front and back views, which help the viewer differentiate the shots.

When actually filming, it usually turns out that it is rarely necessary to go
through elaborate staging and logistical analysis to find a way of establishing a
new line of action. My basic belief is that if the filmmaker has a solid
understanding of cinematic geography, has a good overview of the scene, has
kept thorough notes on what he is going to shoot and has already shot, then he
will probably not encounter any major difficulties with continuity.

Conclusion

The 180-degree rule is only a rule if you accept it without question. My own
feeling is that many of its assumptions are overstated. Audiences have turned
out to be far more astute in understanding the spatial relationships in films than
they are generally given credit for. Directors like Ozu, Bresson and Dreyer
developed narrative techniques that frequently violate the conventions of
continuity filmmaking to achieve their aims. While demanding in other
respects, the viewer is not confused by their visual styles. Unlike Godard and
the radical film movement, these directors were not reacting against the
continuity style, and their visual solutions to thematic concerns are more varied
and particular than the often mannered style of the left.



Figure 6.20, Part 1: The line of action. When edited together, shots obtained with
cameras Aand B reverse screen direction.



Figure 6.20, Part 2: The line of action. Any of the camera positions shown above
can be edited together without disorienting the viewer.

Ten years ago a defense of the line of action would have been considered
reactionary, dismissed out of hand by virtually every film movement outside of
mainstream features. It is probably still too soon for a fair reevaluation of the
continuity style. But after four decades of concentrated criticism on the left
analyzing the limitations of traditional narrative technique, it might restore
some balance to the argument to state my own view that no style of filmmaking
is superior to any other. If you feel that a particular style, or combination of
styles, 1s appropriate to your work, there is no reason not to experiment. If
anything is true of the arts, it is that there are no rules.






7 EDITING: TEMPORAL
CONNECTIONS

n 1920 the Soviet filmmaker and theorist Lev Kuleshov performed a now

famous experiment demonstrating that the meaning of shots in sequence

can be created entirely through editing. Kuleshov used a close-up shot of

the Russian actor Moszhukhin's expressionless face as a reaction shot in

three different sequences. The actor is seen “reacting” to a bowl of soup,

a woman in a coffin and a child playing with a toy bear. Audiences
viewing the scenes marveled at Moszhukhin's sensitive performance in each
situation, though in every instance it was the same close-up.

While the power of the editing process to shape meaning is undeniable, this
type of wholesale invention is a special case. In most narrative films, shots are
rarely neutral building blocks as Kuleshov used them, but have been composed
to express an idea and tell a story according to the script. Each shot, together
with the accompanying soundtrack, contains narrative and graphic information
that predetermines key editing decisions such as the length and order of shots.
This view of editing emphasizes the director's and the writer's roles in shaping
the storytelling logic that provides the basis for any decision the editor makes.

When we speak of storytelling logic, we are actually referring to the
structure of shots, sequences and scenes. Structure controls the order in which
the story information is given to the viewer. It is as important to the storytelling
process as the actual information being presented. Since structure in films can
be presented in a storyboard in ways that a screenplay cannot convey, the
visualization process can be considered part of the writing and, ultimately, the
editing process.

The Narrative Impulse

Novelist E. M. Forster's often quoted definition of plot is a good place to begin
understanding the kind of structural logic that motivates editing choices.
Forster began by describing a series of events that were not a plot: “The King
died and then the Queen died.” But, as Forster observed, if we say “The King
died and the Queen died of grief,” we have described a plot because there is a
causal connection.



In the course of any story this cause and effect relationship is the underlying
scheme that involves the reader. It does this by asking the reader to become
involved in making the logical connections between events. Forster's example
is simplified to make a point and doesn't show us how an author might reveal
the relationship between the King and Queen. For instance, in the early
chapters the Queen might be portrayed as indifferent to the King's death. As the
story progresses, however, the author might reveal small details that would
explain that the Queen, having assumed the throne takes care not to reveal her
feelings for fear of being seen as weak by her subjects. Or we might learn in
chapter one that the Queen has died and not discover until the last page of the
story that the cause of her illness was the King's death. In both cases, the
reader is provoked into speculation by the order and manner in which the plot
is revealed even though the same basic events are being related in each version
of the story.

In fiction, cause and effect is frequently set up as a question and answer
scheme that encourages the reader's participation. The cliff-hanger ending in a
serialized story, where the answer to the question of what will happen next is
withheld to create suspense, 1s an example of the most exaggerated exploitation
of this device.

Stories that use a question and answer strategy may be set up in many ways.
A question may be answered through the accumulation of detail over several
dozen pages or it might be answered succinctly shortly after it has been posed.
In fact, the question and answer presentation of information usually occurs on
every page of a story operating on several levels simultaneously. This is as
true for a screenplay or film as it is for a novel or short story. Continuity
editing is based on these types of question and answer strategies, though we
usually speak of them as connections. Listed below are the three most basic
types of connections found in continuity editing:

Temporal connections: We cut from a man dropping his drinking glass in one shot
to the glass breaking on the floor in the second shot.

Spatial connections: We cut from a wide shot of the White House to a recognizable
detail of the White House in a closer shot—for example, the portico and front
door.

Logical connections: We cut from a wide shot of the White House to a shot of the



President seated in an office. No temporal or spatial connection is necessary in
this combination. If we recognize the White House and we recognize the
President, then we make the logical connection that he's seated in an office in the
White House, even though there is no actual information presented to tell us we
are in the White House.

As you can see, these types of connections create the illusion of a real,
physical world. We can probably think of them as background connections that
establish the environment of a film, but they also can be used to shape the plot
and dramatic content as well.

Narrative Motion

To advance the narrative it is necessary not only to ask questions but to set up
expectations. For instance, in the example of the two shots used to show the
man dropping his drinking glass, questions and answers are only used to depict
action. If, however, we know that one of the drinks at the party contains poison,
we will be provoked into asking all sorts of who, what, when, where and why
questions about the poison. Since we bring all sorts of knowledge and
experience to any story we read or watch, we will speculate about possible
answers to all the questions raised. Nearly all editing strategies in narrative
film are devised to set up a framework of expectations in a series of shots. The
result is narrative motion.

This way of arranging shots is fundamental in film editing. Even dialectical
montage, which Soviet filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein felt was an alternative to
cause and effect editing, exploited narrative motion by setting up expectations
and asking questions. In Eisenstein's dialectical shot pattern of thesis-
antithesis-synthesis, the first two shots ask the question “What is the connection
between these ideas?” The answer, supplied by Eisenstein in shot three, is
synthesis. In this analysis, Soviet montage and Hollywood continuity cutting
are not polar opposites but variations of the same principle of question and
answer strategies.

Q&A Patterns

The simplest question and answer editing pattern requires only two shots—for
example, a shot of a person looking offscreen followed by a shot of the object
the person is observing. Patterns are not limited by length and may require



dozens of shots to complete a question and answer cycle. Or, the patterns can
be varied by changing the order of the shots. Though we do not speak of their
storytelling in this way, much of what we appreciate in the films of directors
like Bufiuel, Hitchcock, Godard, Welles and Truffaut are the ways in which
they develop question and answer patterns that challenge the viewer.

Context

Figure 7.1: Question and answer relationship between shots links them into an
overlapping chain.

The meaning of any given Q and A pattern can be further extended or modified
by changing the context that frames it. For instance, in the Kuleshov
experiment, our understanding of the man's reaction to the soup, coffin and
child is framed by our assumption that the man is sincerely moved in each
scene. If a new scene is added establishing that he 1s faking his responses, then
we will interpret the original sequences differently. While this may seem like
rudimentary plotting, the manipulation of these types of narrative elements was
crucial to the way Alfred Hitchcock created suspense or Buster Keaton
constructed a gag.

Using the Patterns

For me, the main concern for the visualizer is not the pictorial elements of a
shot or sequence, but the structure of the sequence—or, to put it another way,
what the viewer knows and when. As it turns out, interesting compositional
ideas are usually the result of narrative invention rather than daring pictorial
experimentation.

This first series of examples illustrates how the narrative context and
question and answer pattern determine how we read a scene.

Example One

Narrative context: Our scene takes place in the woods on a summer day. Laura,



a teenager, 1s looking for her older brother Tom. At this point in the story we
have not yet seen Tom and so we do not know what he looks like.

Shot A: Laura enters the woods.
Question: “Where is Tom?”

Shot B: Laura stops short a few yards from a clearing.
New Question: “What has she found?”

Shot C: Tom and a girl lying naked on a blanket in a clearing.
Answer: “Laura has found her brother.”

This is a straightforward question and answer editing pattern, and the viewer
can easily anticipate the outcome. If, in the next example, we change the
context slightly so that we know what Tom looks like, then shot C becomes an
answer to shot A and simultaneously raises a new question.



Example Two

Shot A: Laura enters the woods.
Question: “Where is Tom?”

Shot C: Tom and a girl lying naked on a blanket in a clearing.
Answer: “Tom is here.”
New Question: “Will Laura find Tom?”

Shot B: Laura stops short a few yards from the clearing.



Answer: “Laura has found Tom.”

Now, if we were to prolong the time before Laura's arrival in shot B, the
viewer would share a secret with the filmmaker by knowing that Tom is nearby
in a compromising situation. This editing pattern places an answer before the
question, thereby creating suspense. We can do this by changing the order of
the shots and adjusting the context.

Example Three

Let's change the narrative context again. This time we know that Tom's sister is
looking for him. However, we have not seen her in the story at this point and
do not know what she looks like. The context, set in a previous scene, leaves
Tom's whereabouts unknown. As the scene opens we receive our first answer.

Shot C: Tom and a girl lying naked on a blanket in a clearing.
Answer: “Tom is here.”

Shot A: Agirl enters the woods.
Question: “Is this Laura?”

Shot B: Laura stops short a few yards from the clearing.
Answer: “This is Laura.”




By revealing Tom in a compromising situation in the opening shot, a
suspenseful situation is established for the remainder of the scene. When Laura
enters the woods in the second shot, the fuse i1s lit, and we know that a
potentially embarrassing meeting is possible. Hitchcock frequently sets up a
scene this way by placing the audience in a privileged (and uncomfortable)
position by providing them with information that the protagonist desperately
needs but cannot obtain. A further embellishment of the same idea might
undermine our expectations by letting Laura find other couples making love in
the woods before discovering Tom. These earlier encounters would be
designed to momentarily encourage us to believe that Laura has found Tom
before revealing to us that the couples are strangers to Laura. This would make
us unsure of our ability to second-guess the narrative and more susceptible to
the surprise of the actual meeting,

In addition to the narrative context created by the filmmaker, the audience
brings certain assumptions to their understanding of any scene that the
filmmaker uses. These assumptions might include popularly held notions of
morality or familiarity with storytelling conventions. The filmmaker can play
with these assumptions by supporting or subverting them.

Hitchcock did this rather perversely in Psycho by killing off the person that
for the first third of the film the audience believes is the protagonist. This was
completely unexpected, breaking all the rules of conventional narrative. The
result is that the audience feels completely abandoned, as indeed they were, by
any kind of moral reason in the fictional world they are watching. The point of
these examples is this: Editing patterns and the narrative context do not
necessarily lay the events of a story out in simple chronological order.

More Q and A Variations

In addition to altering the order of question and answer patterns, the rhythm and
timing of the patterns can be varied by withholding some or all of expected
narrative information for a few shots or for several scenes. It is also possible
to have more than one question or answer raised within a single shot or
combined within a shot. Using a mini-noir scenario we can look at a few
examples:

* A question can be raised in one shot and answered several shots later rather
than in the following shot.
Sequence A



In this case the look in the first shot would ordinarily be answered by a shot
of the gun. However, the answer has been postponed while shots 2 and 3 show
the man turning on the light.

* An answer can be given in a shot and the question raised later.
Sequence B

In this version the cut on the look has been reversed so that we see the
object of attention before the look.

* A question can be raised and elaborated on in a series of shots before being
answered in a single shot or in a series of shots.
Sequence C

The question in these shots, of course, is who is the person coming through
the door and why. The partial answer is that it is a man, and in frame 3 we see
that he has one finger missing. In frame 4 we learn that he is there to find the

gun.
* There can be more than one question raised in a shot or shots. Consequently,

more than one answer can be given in a shot or shots.
Sequence D




In frame 1 two questions are raised: Who i1s coming through the door and
whose hand emerges from behind the door? When the person enters the room in
frame 2 we receive a partial answer, learning that the person is a man. But
frame 2 also raises the question of the significance of the pool of black ink on
the floor. In frame 3 the man puts his hand on the sheet of paper on the table.
This answers the question of the man's identity since we now know it is the
man with the missing finger, but a new question is raised: Why has part of the
letter been carefully removed? Finally, in frame 3, we learn that the gun is on
the floor. However, a new question is raised: Who is the woman standing over
the gun?

Compared with the previous examples, this last series includes far more
information in the same number of shots. This is an exaggeration of Q and A
patterns, but the subtle use of these same strategies was exploited by Bergman,
Kurosawa, Dreyerand many other filmmakers to shape psychological fiction
and implicate the viewer in the moral dilemmas they presented.

If we try to imagine a graphic representation of the question and answer
relationships we have been looking at, the shots do not appear connected end-
to-end as the editor arranges the actual film stock, but rather they resemble a
series of overlapping panels—Iike a deck of cards that has been fanned out.
Figure 7.1 on page 147 shows the narrative relationship between shots in a
series. Each is connected to the next by some cause and effect relationship.
Some shots are more prominent narratively than others, while some shots
remain in the background without answering questions or raising new ones,
simply supporting existing information with additional detail.

The Limits of Clarity

Because question and answer storytelling techniques frequently relate
information in a roundabout way, this indirectness may appear confusing to the
uninitiated when described in a screenplay, shot list or storyboard.
Screenwriters, directors and editors may be encouraged to avoid unusual Q
and A patterns because it is mistakenly believed that the results will be clearer
to an audience. An example of this 1s the classic establishing shot at the
opening of a scene. For instance, a scene ends as we learn that an understudy in
a play is on her way to the theater to replace the ailing lead. In the opening shot
of the next scene we see the theater. This familiar pattern merely shows us
what we already expect and does little to raise expectations or contribute to



narrative motion. If, however, the introduction of the theater is composed of
separate shots that raise questions, then the viewer is engaged in connecting
these pieces to form a meaningful statement. Consider this sequence of shots as
a way of introducing the theater location:

A CU of a few crumpled theater programs on the ground.
+ A CU of stage flats in a garbage dumpster.
+ A CU of an empty marquee with most of the letters taken down.
= A closed show.

This is a storytelling alternative to an establishing shot showing the front of a
theater with a banner across the lobby doors with the word “closed” printed
across it in big letters. Both versions are familiar strategies, and the lesson is
not the specific solution, but the overall notion that storytelling should engage
the viewer at every point.

As narrative editing patterns become more complex and syncopated, it is
increasingly difficult to execute them without considerable planning. As we
have seen, challenging patterns often mean that questions and answers overlap
from shot to shot. This precise interrelationship between shots tends to limit
the cutting options to a carefully designed plan. On the other hand, the cutting
options that are eliminated are nearly always stock solutions. In a sense,
business-as-usual editing strategies are easily interchangeable precisely
because they lack the connective relationships of complex question and answer
strategies. This brings us to the subject of coverage of action.

Camera Cutting vs. Coverage

Theoretically, a fully developed storyboard can show a director all the shots
he needs for a scene. If the director and cinematographer shoot the boards
exactly as they appear on paper even the lengths of shots can be estimated.
Later, the editor only has to trim shots here and there to make them all fit neatly
together. This method of shooting is called cutting in the camera and
presupposes a perfect script, perfect storyboard and the perfect execution of
each shot. Optimism may be a virtue, but to disregard the things that can go
wrong in filmmaking—and they are many—is foolhardy. Cutting in the camera
is like working on a high wire without a net.

The alternative view supposes that perfection is unobtainable and, therefore,
not worth pursuing in the first place. Directors who believe this, and who are
unsure of how to visualize, shoot sequences by resorting to a programmed



formula of camera setups. This system, usually based on the triangle system of
camera placement, is called coverage and employs several camera setups for
every action, ensuring that a logical sequence can be cut together in the editing
process. A formulaic selection of wide, medium and close-up shots is usually
sufficient for a basic rendition of any scene and places a great deal of
emphasis on the editor's contribution. While coverage is an extremely safe way
to shoot, it 1s also uninspired, because visual strategies designed for the
specific needs of a scene are discouraged unless all the coverage shots have
been obtained first. Unfortunately, there is often only enough time within the
shooting schedule for the coverage with the result that many interesting visual
approaches are never attempted.

Each method, camera cutting and coverage, has advantages and
disadvantages and is rarely used exclusively in feature filmmaking. For this
reason, “getting coverage” can refer not only to a system of camera placement
but also to shooting extra backup shots (in addition to those storyboarded) if
time permits or if the director has gambled on an unusual approach to a scene.
Once a set is lit and blocked and the essential shots needed to convey the story
have been photographed, the attitude of director and cinematographer is
generally “We're here, so we might as well get some backup shots just in
case.” Any filmmaker will know how practical this is, since moving the
camera to pickup extra angles can be done fairly rapidly in comparison with
the time it takes to light a set and block a scene. Once the technical and
dramatic needs of a scene are set, directors are often tempted to get as many
shots as possible before tearing down lights and moving on to the next scene.
Besides, film stock is relatively inexpensive compared with the total
production cost for a full day's shooting. Even when using a storyboard, the
same attitudes are at work, and just how many extra shots are filmed depends
on the confidence and experience of the director. And finally there is the
enthusiasm factor. Many directors just like to take pictures. Even after all the
necessary shots are in the can, if the weather 1s right or the lighting and set are
great, it can be very hard to call it a wrap.

One of the more useful aspects of coverage is that action is played out in full
for most setups even if the director expects to use only a small portion of a
particular take. This 1s most useful when filming dialogue. For instance, a
scene consisting of a father speaking to his children is storyboarded so that the
father does all the talking. In the storyboards the father is pictured in a three-
shot that dollies past the kids and ends up in close-up on Dad. The entire scene



is played in one long take. Though everyone on the creative team might agree
that this is the way the scene should be photographed, it would be unwise to
rely on this one shot and not get reaction shots of the children at the same time.
The director would then be covered in case there is a problem with the
tracking shot that doesn't become clear until the film is seen in dailies.

Now let's suppose that instead of using the long dolly shot indicated in the
storyboard, the director elects to use camera coverage instead. He would
probably shoot a medium shot and close-up of the father and the same setups of
the kids. That would be six shots. He would probably also shoot a three-shot
OTS of the kids and a reverse OTS of Dad. That would be a total of eight
setups. The amount of time it would take to light and photograph all these shots
could easily mean that the dolly shot would have to be sacrificed. That is the
practical choice between coverage and camera cutting.

It should be clear from this example that the balance between the two
methods depends on the situation. Some scenes are obviously easier to film
than others for dramatic or technical reasons. Sometimes it's possible to get
considerable coverage and complex dolly moves or other time-consuming
setups. Be assured, however, that many of the shots will not be used in the
edited version. Part of learning your craft as a visualizer is having a good
sense of what will work before the camera rolls. All directors leave a margin
for error and cover themselves, but knowing what works in advance translates
into a high average of usable shots. The payoff is not the money saved by
shooting fewer setups, but the extra time that can be used to take greater artistic
chances with more ambitious staging, shots and performances.

Composing Action for Editing

So far this chapter has focused on editing for the visualizer, stressing
storytelling and narrative motion. A full discussion of editing techniques for the
film editor as well as editing room procedures can be found in several
excellent books listed in the recommended reading section in the back of this
book. However, a brief overview of these techniques is of value to any
filmmaker visualizing a sequence.

Cutting On Movement

As mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, edit points are “placed” in the
shot or at least anticipated by the director in the staging of action. There are



three ways in which an edit can be made to preserve the continuity of action
when two or more views of a subject are being combined. Suppose we have a
shot of a boy running across the front lawn of his home and jumping over a
hedge onto the sidewalk, as shown in Figure 7.2. The first shot runs the entire
length of the action. Now we decide to cut to a new angle somewhere into the
first shot. Here are the three options: 1) We can cut to the new shot at the point
where the boy reaches the hedge and begins to jump. 2) We can cut to the new
shot while the boy is in midjump. 3) We can cut to the new shot after he lands
on the ground.

Cutting Ranges
For Action X5
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Before Jump Mid-Jump After Jump

Figure 7.2: Cutting ranges far action.

These are all acceptable edit points, but the common practice in the
continuity style would locate the cut somewhere into the action rather than
before or after the boy has left the ground. This tends to hide the cut and make
the transition to a new shot invisible. The exact point of the cut is dependent on
the subject and the editor's sense of movement.

Cutting on the action is found in virtually all types of sequences whether the
subject of the shot is lifting a drink to his or her lips or merely turning his head
or moving his eyes. Filmmakers mindful of this essential editing strategy will
stage action so that it will overlap an anticipated edit point between camera
angles.



Exits and Entrances

When the subject of a shot moves into or out of a frame it is common practice
to make the cut while the subject is still partially within the frame. Figure 7.3
shows the position of a subject in an outgoing and an incoming shot. The effect
onscreen 1s to make the cut smoother and to speed up the flow of action.

Figure 7.3
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Figure 7.4

This is an alternative strategy to cutting on movement when joining different
angles of the same subject. Instead of cutting while the subject is within the
frame, the subject is allowed to exit the frame before the cut to a new shot is
made. It is customary in this strategy to hold on the empty frame of the outgoing
shot for a moment. Figure 7.4 shows an example of this strategy. In the outgoing
shot birds fly into the frame, which gives us action to view while holding the
clear frame for a minimum of 1-2 seconds at the end of the shot (in our diagram
the last frame 1s symbolic of what would be 24 or more actual film frames).

There are several options for cutting to the incoming shot after clearing the
frame, depending on how long the clear frame is held in the outgoing shot. One
option is for the incoming shot (A) to open without the subject in the frame.
This opening can vary in length depending on the action in the shot before the
main subject arrives. If we open on a busy park or a trickling stream in the
woods the opening serves the purpose of an establishing shot and could be
held for several seconds. A second option is for the incoming shot (B) to open
with the subject already in the frame. This is not a common practice in the
continuity style since it is somewhat abrupt. A third alternative would be to cut
on the subject partially in frame, as shown in the previous figure (7.3).



Clearing the frame can be looked at in two ways. First, it is a method for
joining shots of the same subject in different backgrounds. In this case it serves
a function similar to that of the dissolve and indicates a passage of time. The
second use for clearing the frame is as a substitute for the cut on action so that
an ingoing shot and outgoing shot represent continuous time. In general,
clearing the frame is an easy out for directors who are timid about preserving
continuity, since it is almost impossible to make a continuity mistake with this
technique. In fact, it 1s such a flexible cut that it can be used to join shots on
opposite sides of the line of action.

One last strategy is shown in Figure 7.5. In this version the outgoing shot
ends with the subject clearly within the frame. The incoming shot begins before
the subject appears and holds on a clear frame for at least a second before the
subject enters (again the clear frame in the diagram is symbolic of many more
clear frames).

Editing and Visualization

One of the values of knowing conventional editing practices is that it gives the
filmmaker a point of departure when he is visualizing. Staging, in particular, is
made easier by an awareness of the types of movement that provide
opportunities for cutting. In any given scene, the filmmaker will visualize how
long certain actions should be viewed before moving to another shot. He will
then try to plan action at that point so that editing is motivated visually.

This may sound far more mechanical than it really is. If these rules sound
overly restrictive it should be remembered that they can be broken at any time
in favor of a better idea. The value of understanding editing practices is that it
enables the director to visualize an overview of required camera setups for an
entire sequence, allowing him to turn his attention to the dramatic needs of the
scene.
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8 THE BASICS APPLIED

Shot Flow

Shot flow is the name given to the kinetic effect of a sequence of shots. This i1s
an apt description since it evokes the image of a river, which can be turbulent,
tranquil or winding and can even turn back against itself in mid-course. A
sequence of shots is often comprised of complex rhythmic and dynamic
continuity relationships that, like a river, merge into a single, unified structure.
But no matter how intricate the relationships between the shots, there are two
sequential ingredients that are fundamental to our understanding of
visualization: shot size and camera angle. There are also many other
compositional elements familiar to artists from photography and painting that
contribute to a sequence, but camera angle and shot size are the dominant
physical changes that determine shot flow. In this chapter we will concentrate
on shot size.

The basic relationship between wide, medium and close-up shots and angle
of view becomes clear if we construct a sequence that establishes a subject
within a location. By keeping our example simple we will be able to
concentrate on the graphic design of the frame. The purpose of this first
exercise 1s to increase our awareness of the range of kinetic qualities that can
be produced with a few simple shots.

Before getting started let's establish standard shot descriptions and their
abbreviations. These will be used throughout the book from this point on.

ECU — Extreme close-up
MCU  — Medium close-up
cu — Close-up

MS — Medium shot

WS —  Wide shot

Ls — Long shot

ELS — Extreme long shot
BG (bg) — Background

FG (fg) — Foreground

OTS —  Ower the shoulder
POV — Point of view

Establishing a Location By Varying Shot Size



As basic as the change in shot size is to the continuity style, it is rarely studied
in depth by filmmakers. Testing your ability to judge the effect of graphic
variation in a sequence will help you to sharpen your perception of mood,
point of view, rhythm, tempo, emotional distance and dramatic intent in
narrative situations.

In the following series of photoboards we will establish the location of a
house to examine the consequences of shot size. There are three basic
continuity strategies that are possible to describe the location: The camera can
move towards the house beginning in wide shot; the camera can move out from
a close-up of some detail of the house to reveal the full location; or the camera
can create a sense of the whole by using a series of close-ups.

VERSION ONE

In the first pair of sequences, frames 1-3 and 4-6, we can compare the graphic
relationship between shots when we vary the scale. Each sequence creates
movement, and you should be aware of the variation in velocity and
acceleration in each version. Frames 1-3, for instance, show limited change
between frames 1 and 2 until the house jumps forward in frame 3. The second
sequence 1s more dynamic, largely because frame 6 fills the frame. We can
also judge the effect of “pulling back” from a subject by reading the
photoboards in reverse order from right to left.

Putting analysis aside for a moment, look at each sequence as a complete
statement. Developing an intuitive sense of the overall perceptual effect of a
sequence is one of the skills necessary for visualization. Try to imagine a story
line for these sequences with sound and score. Move your eyes over them as
you might imagine them being edited. This is essentially the skill you wil need
to turn the text of a script into a storyboard.
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VERSION TWO

Here we see a more fully extended range of shots. In the previous examples
each sequence showed the house moving closer, but no new information was
revealed. Now a true CU is added in frames 3 and 6, and we see a For Sale
sign. The change in scale is extreme, with the camera moving approximately Y4
mile between shots. Now cover frames 2 and 5 with one hand and look at the
resulting shot pairs 1-3 and 4-6. You can see just how wide a jump can be
made through space while retaining spatial unity.

1 2
4 5




VERSION THREE

This next approach compares four sequences. First is a straightforward
treatment of a change in shot size from an extreme high angle (frames 1-3). In
frames 4-6 rotational movement is added but without the change in shot size.
Next we combine these approaches, moving closer in a circular path as shown
in frames 7-9.

Finally, in frames 10-12 we move in three planes: downward, closer and
in an arc around the house.
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VERSION FOUR

In these next two treatments we move from a CU to a wide shot, essentially a
pullback move. In both cases the two straight-on angles end with an angular
aerial shot, which results in a more dynamic editing pattern. This visual
contrast in motion is a valuable graphic effect demonstrating the power of a
simple change in angle. In both of the present examples the first two shots of
each sequence set up a line of motion: In the third frame we expect to continue
the straight line of motion back from the front door of the house, but instead
there is a large jump in scale and angle.

VERSION FIVE

We will handle this next series of shots somewhat differently, composing a
location from details from which the viewer will construct the whole. This
relies on a more iconographic, abstract use of images. For this reason we will



start with a list of shots—concepts of the house as expressed in individual
images. To help focus our energies we'll give ourselves a narrative context.
This is our story: A divorce has split a family in two and the house they
formally occupied is now up for sale. Following is a list of images that seem
to me to express this idea.

1) Rusted bike abandoned outside

2) Mailbox knocked over on ground

3) Uncollected junk mail piled on the porch

4) Broken window panes

5) Empty rooms viewed through the broken windows
6) For Sale sign

7) Disconnected cable television line

8) Empty doghouse turned over

9) Vandalism (graffiti on the side of house)

10) Moving boxes filled with trash
The following storyboard is based on some of these ideas.
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As we have just seen, a basic three- or six-shot sequence can be handled in
several ways even when using a static camera to record a simple subject. Part
of the visualizing process is comparing “drafts” of the storyboard as we have
just done, recombining new and old ideas until the sequence is exactly as you



want it. The value of exercises like the ones we have just completed is to help
filmmakers develop the ability to imagine a story in whole sequences by
improving visual memory and the awareness of the many graphic elements that
comprise any shot and sequence. In the next example we will view the design
process through the eyes of a filmmaker. By personalizing the examples this
way we will have a chance not only to see the results of the creative process,
but to see the process itself.

NARRATIVE PROBLEM ONE: THE STATIC SHOT

A filmmaker is scouting a location for the opening scene of a film based on his
childhood experiences. The scene calls for a suburban neighborhood. He
passes a side street in which a line of trees and the way the sunlight falls on the
pavement evoke familiar memories. He gets out of his car and walks down the
sidewalk to a house that is very much like his family's first house. Standing at
the edge of the front lawn he begins to imagine the opening scene of the film.
He feels he does not have to follow the direction of the script in every detail in
the first scene, but merely needs to introduce the period, characters and mood
of the story.

The scene, as the filmmaker originally wrote it, described a weekday
morning when, as usual, he was the last member of his family to wake up. Most
of the action took place in the kitchen with very little dialogue. But as the
filmmaker stands in front of this real house in the bright sunlight, new
memories come to him. He remembers his parents' frustration over his
forgetfulness, the jackets and sweaters lost at school or textbooks left on the
bus. He remembers a certain morning when he was 10....

VERSION ONE

In this first sequence the filmmaker decides to restrict himself to static shots



using limited panning to follow the action. He begins with a straightforward
wide shot of the house in frame 1. After a few moments the father exits the
front door heading to the garage. A new shot in frame 2 shows the window of
the boy's bedroom through which we can see a corner of the bed as the father
passes by outside. The covers move and a sock falls off the bed. We cut to
frame 3 with the boy in the extreme foreground and the father outside.

The filmmaker stops here, seeing that the staging is not working. He feels
frame 1 should show the house within a wider context—that 1s, the
neighborhood and the past. The filmmaker also feels the second frame of the
window i1s too oblique, even though he likes the ofthand framing that shows
only a part of the boy's bed and not the boy. He tries a new staging.

VERSION TWO

The filmmaker begins the new sequence with a high-angle shot that removes
him slightly from the action. He thinks the shot could be less harshly angular,
but the inclusion of more surrounding space tends to give a little breathing
room as compared with the original opening shot. The father exits in frame 1
and, as he walks to the garage, finds something in the grass. As he bends over
to pick it up we cut to frame 2. What he's found is a sneaker. Shaking his head
he walks a few steps towards camera into a medium shot and sighs. Cut to
frame 3. The boy turns over in bed and his bare foot pops out from under the
covers. We hear a door open o.s., and as the boy wriggles into a comfortable
position, his father's hand enters the frame and puts the sneaker on the bed post.
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VERSION THREE



In this new version the film fades up to an opening shot of a bright orange
space ship filling the screen in frame la. It flutters and shakes in the morning
breeze. The camera pulls back and we realize that we are looking at a torn and
rumpled kite impaled on the high branches of a tree brilliantly backlit by the
sun. The wind dislodges the kite, which drops out of frame revealing the house
below in frame la. The father exits the house and goes to the garage in frame
Ib. Cut to the boy in bed in frame 2. The sound of the garage door going up is
heard in the background. Cut to the garage door in frame 3. The father goes to
the car, and we cut back to the boy in bed in frame 4. The boy turns over and
we see first one foot with a sock on it pass the window and then a second bare
foot go past. Through the window we see the father backing the car out of the
driveway.




The filmmaker immediately sees an improvement for frame 4 by framing
tighter (frame 5). The moment after the car passes by the window the squeal of
brakes is heard. Cut to a low-angle shot of the driveway and the car, which has
stopped a few feet from the sneaker. The car door opens and the camera
reframes slightly to include the father (feet only) getting out of the car in frame
6.

Again, the filmmaker stops at this point to rethink this latest version. He has
generated some ideas he likes but can see that they need to be rearranged.
First, he decides to keep the kite business but move to a lower viewpoint. In
this way he can include some of the neighborhood before panning down to the
house. Second, he feels the story focuses too much on the boy and his father.
He would prefer to include more of the other members of the family in the
hectic morning rush to start the day. This will require intercutting new
characters, which will help break up the focus on the sneaker action.

VERSION FOUR

In this final version the filmmaker has combined the various elements to form a
complete sequence.
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The Filmmakers Analysis

The filmmaker stops at this point because he has exhausted the possibilities for
this latest approach to the opening. Many of the ideas could be improved and
simplified if tracking and panning were permitted, but for now the filmmaker is
more concerned with the overall tone and sense of the scene. There is no point
in refining ideas pictorially if they will be rejected because they do not serve
the narrative. The filmmaker feels that his solutions and story points are
whimsical—the parallel forgetfulness of father and son and the gag with the
kite—but the point of view of the boy has been lost in creating a plot-heavy
opening. As a single lyrical element, the kite might still work, but after the
opening shot, the point of view of the scene should move to the boy and remain
with him. The filmmaker enters this in his notebook for a later version of the
same scene.

Summary

A few words about this last storyboard sequence. A more fully worked out
storyboard might show each stage of action by repeating the moving object in
the frame. This is the case in panel 6 where the mother is pictured in the room
twice. In panel 7, however, the appearance of the boy's left foot followed by
his right foot is shown in a single panel, with an explanation in the caption.
Since our filmmaker is familiar with cutting options and the details of the
staging and is designing his own panels, there is no danger of confusion.



However, when storyboarding the action for another director, it's important to
include every significant movement so that there are no misunderstandings.






9 STAGING DIALOGUE
SEQUENCES

hen staging dialogue scenes for the camera, the director must

fulfill two goals: the honest expression of human relationships

and the presentation of these relationships to the viewer. The

first goal 1s determined by the script and the actor's performance.

The second goal is determined by staging, cinematography and

editing. On the set, however, the director often finds that the
actor's process and the practical and dramatic requirements of the camera are
at odds. There is no right or wrong solution to this classical opposition, only
what works best for the filmmaker in a given situation.

The visual challenge of staging is essentially a spatial problem—the ability
to predict in three-dimensional space what will work on a two-dimensional
screen. The spatial effect of a filmed sequence is particularly difficult to
visualize because it is comprised of so many different fluid elements, such as
the changing composition of the filmed image when the camera or the subject is
in motion. Only a few dozen directors in the history of narrative film have
exercised a recognizable staging style, and it remains a peculiarly elusive skill
to acquire. The challenge is made more difficult by the lack of opportunities
for practicing the craft.

A Method for Visualizing Staging

In the arts, technique is largely a matter of improved perception. In music, for
example, this means learning to hear more accurately; in film it means learning
to see more precisely. Specifically, cinematic ‘“vision” relies on spatial
memory and recognition, skills that can be learned and refined. This will be
our goal in the next several chapters.

First, we will need a basic vocabulary of shots and actor placement. Any
system of construction will suffice provided the filmmaker uses its elements
consistently. For our purpose, the Hollywood continuity style offers a familiar
set of solutions that can be broken down into a system of building blocks. This
programmed approach, however, is not simply intended to offer stock
solutions. By knowing the basic ways in which people position themselves in



conversation and the accompanying camera setups used to record them, you
will have a secure base from which to improvise, break rules and take creative
risks, while fulfilling your basic responsibility to the actors, the script and
your personal vision.

This spatial approach is made up of five basic areas:
Staging stationary actors

Staging moving actors

Using the depth of the frame

Staging camera movement

Staging camera movement and actor movement together

The first building blocks we'll look at are staging patterns for two subjects.
In the photoboard examples camera angles, lenses and editing patterns will be
compared so that you can see how slight adjustments alter our understanding of
a scene. Once the staging patterns for two subjects are established, we can
apply these same general principles to three- and four-subject situations in
subsequent chapters.

Before getting to the actual examples, we should first look at some of the
basic staging conventions found in narrative film with the understanding that
they represent the starting point for new ideas rather than the limits of what is
permissible.

Frontality

This is a basic convention of Western art. Frontality is just a way of saying that
the subjects of a picture tend to face the viewer or, in the case of film, the
camera. Many staging arrangements in the movies are basically frontal,
meaning that subjects in conversation tend to face the camera rather than each
other. This type of body positioning is not without precedence in real life, but
in films it is often adjusted to the camera's needs.

A scene that stages actors in a frontal position can be recorded in a single
master shot. If, however, one of the actors is turned away from the camera
(partially or completely) more than one camera angle is necessary to see both
actors' faces. This represents the two major editing approaches to staging: one
in which the actors face a single camera setup and the other in which multiple
camera viewpoints are edited together.



The Master Shot

The master shot is the one shot that is wide enough to include all the actors in
the scene and that runs for the entire length of the action. When directors speak
of the master, they usually mean that it is part of a plan of coverage that
includes other camera setups in the triangle system that will eventually be
edited together. But there are also times when the master shot is the only shot
the director feels is necessary.

The Sequence Shot

Normally, the camera remains motionless in the master shot, particularly if
cutting to other camera angles is anticipated. If the master i1s a moving shot, the
camera is fluidly repositioned with a dolly throughout the course of the scene,
essentially combining several camera angles that in an edited sequence would
be obtained by individual shots. This approach to staging is also called the
sequence shot and usually employs movement of the actors along with the
traveling camera. Generally speaking, the sequence shot respects frontality
more than an edited sequence. This is because editing permits, and routinely
links, shots that are opposed by as much as 180 degrees. The equivalent change
in a sequence shot is very nearly impossible to do quickly, let alone
repeatedly. Therefore, the moving camera in a dialogue sequence shot tends to
maintain a general viewing direction. We will look at this more closely in the
chapter on mobile blocking.

Shot Size and Distance

One version of the master shot, the medium two-shot, was so characteristic of
American films of the '30s and '40s that the French call it the “plan Americain”
or the American shot. In the early '30s the two-shot was used to cover entire
dialogue sequences without resorting to close-ups. This was due in part to the
advent of sound in pictures and the long stretches of dialogue that accompanied
them. The cumbersome blimped cameras were less mobile than the cameras
used for silent films and the two-shot reduced the need to move the camera.
This technical limitation was quickly overcome, but the two-shot remained in
use for years because it was found to be a relaxed framing device for comedies
and musicals.

Personally, I like the distance and objectivity that two-shot and full figure



shots afford. The body can be wonderfully expressive, and people often use
body language to indicate their relationship to others: for example, by where
they stand in a room or by their different ways of approaching a rival, friend or
lover. The way a person moves can be as distinctive as his or her voice, and
most of us can identify a friend at a distance by some characteristic gesture
long before we see his or her face. Expressive body movement falls within the
range of the full shot and the medium shot. Entire scenes can be staged
effectively at this distance without ever resorting to a close-up.

The Shot, Reverse Shot Pattern

When players are seen in alternating close-ups, the shot, reverse shot pattern is
one of the most useful solutions. No cutting strategy better represents the
Hollywood style than this one. The popularity of this setup is that it offers the
widest range of cutting options and includes two important advantages that the
two-shot lacks. The first advantage is that we get to see a subject's isolated
reaction to dialogue; the second is that the point of view changes within the
scene. In addition, the eye-line match between one character and another helps
to establish a sense of spatial unity.

Sight Lines and Eye Contact

In any shot of one actor the closer the sight line is to the camera the more
intimate our contact with the actor will be. In the most extreme case the actor
can look directly into the lens and make eye contact with the viewer. This very
confrontational relationship can be quite startling,

The most frequent use of direct eye contact is in subjective camera
sequences in which the audience is made to see things through the eyes of one
of the characters. This is relatively infrequent in narrative film and most of the
time dialogue scenes are shot with the sight lines of the actors slightly to the
left or right of the camera. In this case, it is common practice to maintain the
same distance from the camera for sight lines in alternating close-ups of two or
more actors. Figure 9.1 is a comparison of setups for close-ups, each
illustrating a different sight line relative to the camera.



Figure 9.1

Once you have acquired some feel for the psychological and dramatic
implications of sight lines and eye contact, you will be able to make subtle
shifts within a sequence for dramatic emphasis.

The Staging System

Unless a director spends a great deal of time training himself to see all the
possibilities of setup and actor placement, he usually relies on a few all-
purpose strategies for any scene. If he allows his actors greater freedom,
interesting new options may arise, but unless he has a solid command of
staging for the camera, the production process will ultimately undermine his
experimentation. The director will find himself at odds with the
cinematographer and producer, who won't understand why he keeps restaging a
scene, with the consequent loss of time and, frequently, the spontaneity of his
cast.

The skill this director lacks is the ability to visualize the actors and camera
in space, and the composition that will result from any combination of these
elements. This is where the pattern system of staging comes in.

Letter Patterns

The staging system we will be using from this point on identifies two
categories of actor placement: pattern and position. We will discuss pattern
first.

Pattern: There are three basic patterns of figure deployment in a frame. We will
call them the “A,” “I” and “L” patterns. These are the letters that grouped players
resemble when viewed from above.

The significance of the patterns is that they are the simplest arrangement of



actors according to the line of action. Therefore, staging patterns relate to
camera placement.

As you can see on the following page, the A and L patterns require three or
more players to complete the letter shape. The only arrangement for two
subjects is the I pattern. Figure 9.2 illustrates all three patterns.

Figure 9.2: Patterns.

Position: This refers to the direction the subjects are facing within a pattern. For
any given pattern there can be many positions.

Most importantly, position relates to the composition of the frame. This means
that once the camera has been placed for a given pattern, the more subtle
arrangement of the actors (the direction they face in the frame) is determined
by their positions. An experienced director will consider pattern and position
simultaneously, but in the beginning they are more easily understood as
separate concepts. Three typical positions in the I pattern are shown in Figure
9.3.

One last point: The I pattern for two players is the basic building block in
our system. This is because the line of action can be established between only
two people at a time. When there are more than two people in a conversation,
the line of action moves as explained in Chapter 6. This is good news since we
will only have to learn the positions for two subjects in order to apply them to
larger groups. From the cameraman's point of view, the I pattern is found in the
A and L patterns whenever a series of close-ups and singles are required.
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Figure 9.3: Positions. All the positions are in the I pattern.

Staging Dialogue for Two Subjects

For the sake of clarity, most of the photoboards in this chapter are shot in
simple surroundings staged for the static camera. Later, we'll see how camera
movement or movement by the players can be substituted for cutting. For now,
the camera 1s locked down and the photoboard sequences represent multiple
camera angles that have been edited together.

POSITION ONE

Face-to-Face

The most basic positioning of two people in conversation is facing each other
with their shoulders parallel. The first option is to frame the subjects in
profile, as shown in the first six panels.

Compositionally, this staging allows for powerful subject oppositions. In
this setup we do not get to see much of the players' expressions unless the
composition is very tight (frame 6). If individual CUs are used the camera is
usually repositioned for reverse OTS shots, although individual profile CUs
are certainly possible.



POSITION ONE OTS

This next series shows the classic shot, reverse shot pattern in over-the-
shoulder framings. These might be the logical follow-up shots to the profile
stagings on the previous page. Though OTS shots are usually shot as matched
pairs maintaining consistent lens and framing choices, mixed pairs can be
edited together. In a continuous exchange of dialogue, however, matched pairs
are more commonplace.

In tight framings there are two major strategies for the OTS shots. Frames 3
and 4 include the foreground subject's entire head in the frame. In frames 5 and
6 virtually one third to one half of the frame is blocked off, strongly isolating
the player facing us.



POSITION ONE
LONG LENS OTS

In the next series of OTS shots (frames 1-6), still using Position One staging,
the focal length of the lens begins at 120mm and is increased to 200mm. The
results are easy to see. Notice that for the first time the framing device of the
face is a true over-the-shoulder shot since we see the shoulder and neck of the
framing subject. This combination of lens and tight framing produces a more
intimate feeling than would be obtained with a wider lens.



POSITION ONE
LOW-ANGLE REVERSE SHOTS

Another version of the shot, reverse shot pattern of Position One is seen in this
next series, which can be described as over-the-hip shots. These are dynamic,
low-angle positions that tend to put the subjects in an adversarial relationship.
Frames 1 and 2 are only slightly low-angle and do not separate the subjects as
much as do frames 3 and 4, which are shot from a camera height of 3 ft. In
frames 5 and 6, the focal length of the lens is increased (100mm) to lose focus
on the foreground framing subject, thus emphasizing the background figure.



POSITION TWO
Shoulder-to-Shoulder

This basically frontal positioning offers more options than most others because
players can be seen full face or in profile in the same shot. In our example the
subjects are faced forward, looking at a road map spread on the hood of the
car, but when the couple speaks to one another they turn in profile to the
camera.

Frames 1-3 are straightforward two-shots. Any of these could serve as a
master shot, although frame 1 is somewhat wide for a conversation. Try to
imagine a dialogue scene as you look at these frames. You will probably find
that the size of the shot will affect what type of scene comes to mind. You can



probably think of this as a reverse exercise since you will most often face the
opposite situation: imagining a shot for a scene in a script.

Frames 4, 5 and 6 illustrate an actual sequence. We begin with the profile
two-shot in frame 4 and move in to profile close-ups in frames 5 and 6. The
camera would be moved in for the CUs, but it would still be directed along the
same angle of view as for the open two-shot. (In my opinion, this use of CUs
tends to break up the scene, though in the continuity style it's a perfectly
legitimate cut.)
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In frames 7-9 we open with the medium two-shot. This time we have
replaced the CUs of the previous version with a profile two-shot by moving
the camera around to the side and subsequently reversing to the OTS shot.
Unfortunately, the framings don't fill the frame as much as I would like to see.
If this were a storyboard I would know in advance that the shots should be

tighter.




In this last series, frames 10-12, we begin with the master shot followed by
two close-ups. This time we open with an angular two-shot. The camera is
moved to the side for the shot, reverse shot CUs. Compare these with the two
profile CU shots we used earlier in frames 5 and 6. Notice that these newer
CUs give a stronger sense of presence. This happens because each subject in
the CU 1is looking in our (the camera's) direction—in a sense, including us in
the scene.
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POSITION THREE

This basic staging deploys the figures at an angle of 90 degrees. This is a
compromise between the parallel shoulder arrangement of Position One and
the shoulder-to-shoulder arrangement of Position Two. It is a more casual
pose, not one you would expect to see if the couple were arguing or having an
intimate conversation. The looser relationship allows the couple to look away
from one another and vary their head positions.

In the angular two-shot shown in frames 1 and 2 the player facing the camera
is in the favored position. This type of setup i1s similar to the OTS shots, and
we expect to see a reverse of the player in the secondary position.

The head-on two-shot in frames 3 and 4 puts the players on an equal basis
and so is the logical choice for a master shot if no close-ups or reverses are
used. The alternative is to have the player in the secondary position turn
towards the camera to obtain the equivalent of a reverse shot. As with any of
the “I” patterns, OTSs and CUs can be used, although this tends to force the
subjects into the more direct relationship of Position Two. One way of
maintaining the angular positioning is by composing the two-shot very tightly
and closing the space between the subjects. A shot, reverse shot version of this
is shown in frames 5 and 6.




POSITION FOUR

Beginning with Position Four we will look at stagings that create tension. In all
cases this is due to the absence of eye contact between the players. In this
series, the woman has turned from her partner, and the sense of separation is
clear. This type of framing puts the viewer in a privileged position because we
can see what the man cannot: the woman's reactions to his words.

Staging in depth in this way clearly places us in a closer relationship with
one of the players. This is a definite choice of point of view that depends on
the basic frontality of the scene. A reverse shot in this staging would
drastically alter the point of view. If a more neutral relationship with the
players is desired, there are other, probably better, stagings that can be used.
As you can see, I have not used any reverse shots with this staging, which is
inherently frontal.

In frame 1 the two-shot is composed in depth with a 30mm lens. The result
is that slight distortion can be seen in the foreground player and the player in
the background seems far away even though the players are only separated by



the length of a picnic table.

Frames 4,5 and 6 present a slightly modified alternative. The opening two-
shot 1s looser, allowing the viewer some breathing room. The close-up in
frame 5 also has been made wider (almost a medium shot) to give the frame a
more relaxed feeling. Frame 6 shows a lower angle close-up. Compare the
feeling of this frame to frame 3 above. The result of these changes is that the
sequence is less insistent.

POSITION FIVE

This 1s another staging that tends toward separation and tension. The body
language of the woman's folded arms and the man's hands in his pockets or on
his hips contributes to the interpretation of the scene. The framing can be used
to emphasize the dramatic situation but is essentially neutral as to which actor
1s dominant. In the version shown, the woman refuses to look at the man. This,
of course, is a type of control, and we can imagine that the man is placed in a
position of weakness. We could just as easily propose a scene in which the
man is confronting the woman with some lie she has told. In this case the man
would be in the dominant role.

We begin with a high angle in frame 1. This view usually serves to create
tension and isolation. The open surroundings contribute to this feeling. The cut
to the two-shot in frame 2 is a legitimate edit, but I would prefer to show the



players separated more. The next sequence (frames 3 and 4) shows a pair of
reversed angular shots.
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In frames 5 and 6 we see a pair of tighter reverse shots. In these shots the
framing combines a CU framing and a medium shot. The obvious difference is
that frame 6 features both players' faces, while frame 5 is really an OTS shot.

If it 1s necessary to withhold the woman's expression we could frame the
scene from the opposite side of the action in the previous frames. In this case
we will be crossing the line of action.

This staging would open with the high-angle shot in frame 7, cross the line
to frame 8, and cross the line one last time to frame 9. This type of staging and
shot sequence is not at all typical of the continuity style, but that is largely due
to the unchallenged orthodoxy of the 180-degree convention. Do not
automatically rule out a shot simply because it means crossing the line. If it
works, use it.



POSITION SIX

This dramatic staging withholds eye contact for much of its effect. The value of
this staging is its clarity, related in a sense to the shoulder-to-shoulder two-
shot. The difference is that in-depth staging encourages us to identify with the
foreground player. My feeling about this type of setup is that overcutting
destroys the unity of the scene.

In frame 1 we see a wide shot of the setup, but frame 2 is probably the best
distance for a master shot. In this type of staging the background player has
room to move, pace, turn around or leave the frame momentarily, while the
foreground player is restricted to a smaller space if both players are to remain
within the frame. Frames 3 and 4 reveal the way in which identification can be
controlled by placing us in an intimate relationship with the man. If cutting is
used, the pair of close-ups in frames 5 and 6 retain the feeling of separation.
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POSITION SEVEN

With this staging we continue the deployment of players who do not make eye
contact. Because both players are looking offscreen in different directions, the
viewer's attention is divided between the background and the foreground
players. This produces an offhanded, relaxed dramatic situation. Notice that
the background player is looking past the foreground player. This directs the
viewer's attention to the foreground player and unifies the shot.

Consider this series a comparison of close-ups. The middle close-up of the
man is a good example of how shot size contributes to the spatial unity of the
sequence. Learn to move your eyes over the images without studying them.
Reading a storyboard is a matter of editing with your eyes. This becomes
easier when you have an actual scene to imagine.



POSITION EIGHT

This next version is a variation on the previous staging. As before, the players
are in a right-angle relationship, but this time the background player is looking
away from the other player. The three pairs of photos serve as a good example
of the different ways in which the viewer's relationship to the players is
determined. In frames 1 and 2 the woman facing us is favored slightly. As a
general rule the player whose eyes are most clearly seen will dominate the
shot. As we have seen before, in-depth staging encourages our indentification
with the foreground player. Finally, the angular shots in frames 5 and 6 tend to
balance the attention of the figures since both players are turned away from the
camera.



POSITION NINE

This series features a staging that has the players so completely opposed that it
seems as though it belongs in a musical comedy. This is only true if we imagine
that the players are aware of each other and have taken a defiant stance. We
can change this very easily if we imagine that the scene is set on a railroad
platform and that the man has been hired to follow the woman. The man moves
into the crowd and stands with his back to her. In this case the staging would
be suited to a thriller, not a comedy.

Comparing the stagings in frames 1 through 4 you will see that the somewhat
stylized positioning in frames 1 and 2 is less artificial-looking as we move
closer in frames 3 and 4.



Personally, I find frames 5-10 to be the most successful framings of this
position. All six frames are evocative for the reason that the head turn
indicates that the featured player is listening to something offscreen. In a sense
this 1s an aural version of the cut on the look.
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POSITION TEN

The following three sequences record a staging in which the players are
positioned at different heights. This usually means that tight two-shots are
framed as up or down angles, though in wider framings this is not necessary.
No reverse shots are shown in this series, though that is certainly a workable
variation.

Spend some time looking at the shot flow in these sequences. Try “reading”



the frames from right to left or diagonally across to produce different
combinations. Any of these shots works with any other, but each presents a
slightly different feeling and spatial sense. Developing the skill to predict
relationships between shots in a sequence will help you in composing
individual shots.

There are innumerable variations on two-player stagings that we have not
looked at, but nearly all the possibilities will share the essential physical and
emotional qualities of at least one of the positions illustrated. The point is not
to memorize every conceivable arrangement of player and camera, but rather to
sharpen your awareness of the relationship of the elements from which the
dramatic qualities of a shot are composed.




10 DIALOGUE STAGING WITH
THREE SUBJECTS

ow that we have looked at the 10 positions for the “I” pattern, we
can add a third player to our stagings, which will make the “A” and
“L” patterns possible. Remember, our system is based on three
assumptions:

 The I pattern is the simplest building block. It is found in the A and L
patterns.

* Patterns determine camera placement based on the line of action.

* Position determines the placement of players in the frame based on the basic
staging pattern.

The Difference Between A and L Patterns

Because actors are not always arranged in precise A always easy to decide
which pattern to apply. In this is the determining factor.

For example, when lining up players for a three-shot you may find that two
players are facing the third player. If the third player is framed
betweentheothertwo, then the staging arrangement is the A pattern. If the third
player is lined up outside the other two players, then the arrangement is the L
pattern. This aspect of staging is called opposition. Figure 10.1 shows the
various types of oppositions that can be obtained.
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Figure 10.1: Frames 1 and 2 show one subject opposed by two others. Since the
lone figure in black is flanked by the other two, this is an A pattern. Frames 3 and
4 show the alternative setup for the three-shot in which the lone subject is
isolated to one side. This is an L pattern. Frames 5 and 6 illustrate the type of
opposition that can be obtained if we break down the three-shot into a two-shot
opposed by a close-up. In frames 7-9 all the players are equally opposed in close-
ups.

The Basic PaHerns and Positions

In the two-player stagings of the previous chapter, the models in the
photoboards were arranged in open space. Having established the basic
positions in those examples we can look at stagings that are less precisely
aligned.

By adding the additional player we have increased the number of pattern and
position combinations enormously. We do not need to look at all of them since
we know that any combination can be reduced to the 10 positions in the I
pattern that we have already seen. Conversely, we can reverse the process and
construct dozens of three-player stagings from the 10 positions. This idea is
shown in Figure 10.2.
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Figure 10.2: Here we see the boxed portion of the A and L patterns being replaced
by the two alternate positions in the I pattern at the top of the figure. The box
could just as easily be drawn horizontally or diagonally as long as two players are
enclosed in the box.

Before looking at the photoboard examples, we can review the line of action
as it pertains to three-player scenes. Figure 10.3 shows a typical staging
situation in the A pattern.
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Figure 10.3: In this A pattern staging I first determined the general angle of
view. Although the camera can move 360 degrees around the players, the scene
should have a basic viewing orientation. The circumstances vary with the scene,
but in this case the scene opens with a view from camera 1. The dialogue begins
between players a ana c. This establishes the line between them. Camera
positions 1 and 2 for OTS shots are placed outside the line. Now player b speaks
to player c, establishing a new line between them. On what side of the line do
we place the camera? This is where the general view comes in. Rather than set
up a new camera position outside of players a and b, as we did for players a and
¢, we stay on the same side of player a. Now when player b speaks to player ¢ we
stay on the same side of player b and use camera position 2. What aoout camera
position 3? Do we actually need this anale? With the number of angles we




already have, it may be unnecessary. This example can be hanaled in other ways,
but the general idea is to reuse positions when possible rather than constantly
creating new ones wnenever a new line is established.

In the following examples we will consider some common and some not so
common staging situations with three players.

A Pattern (Version One)

Here is the same staging situation we just looked at in Figure 10.3. Frame 1 is
the only combination of setup and staging for this pattern that permits us to see
all the subjects clearly. This makes it the obvious choice for a master shot.

In the first series of frames (2-5), single shots (medium shots and a close-
up) are used after the opening master shot. This produces two results. First, it
tends to fragment space, and secondly, it prevents us from seeing the player
speaking and the players who are listening in one shot. Compare this with the
next sequence.
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In this next series of six frames (6-11), OTS shots have been used to unify
space. After the establishing shot, an entire conversation can be comfortably
handled in OTS shots and an occasional three-shot or two-shot to vary the
rhythm. As you can see, the OTS shots are framed in the same way we would
handle the staging if there were only two players. The several OTS variations
in the I pattern introduced in the last chapter all apply to the staging we are
looking at here.



A Pattern (Version Two)

This “A” pattern staging is a direct positioning of opposed figures as might be
expected in an interview or meeting in which the parties are on a formal basis.
Again this is a very common staging position whether the players are standing
or sitting. Notice that the man's sight line in frame 1 i1s very close to the
camera, placing him in a direct relationship with the viewer. In frame 2 we see
the women in profile, and their relationship to the viewer is deferential. It
looks as though the women are the listeners and the man is in a position of
authority. Frame 3 preserves this relationship even though we do not see the
man's face. This is because a down shot of this type is not the type of framing
we would expect if either woman had anything important to say.



Compare frames 4-6 with the last series. Frame 4 places the man in a very
direct relationship with the viewer. Personally, I do not like the rendition of
space in frames 4 and 5. Frame 5 was shot with a 40mm lens, but it looks too
wide to me. What do you think about frame 6? Now look at both sequences and
compare the experience of “reading” them. Which sequence do you find the
most successful in terms of shot flow? If you could substitute shots from one
sequence for some in the other which ones would you choose?

In this next series you can see how the man's presence is diminished when
he is not in a frontal position. Before he was in command; now he is in a
reactive position. If we started with a picture of the woman facing the camera
followed by the profile shot of the man in frame 7, the woman would be in the
position of authority.

A Pattern (Version Two)



The two series of frames below are a good comparison of overlapped space
and discontinuous space within a frame. Frame 10 in the top row is an OTS
shot and includes some of the man from the previous shot. This is what is
meant by overlapping space. The reverse CU shot in frame 11 does not include
space from the previous shot and is therefore discontinuous. Overlapping ties
together the scene space. At the same time, close-ups like the ones in frames 12
and 14 isolate a subject in a way that might be justified dramatically.

Notice how frames 11 and 13 serve as pivot shots directing our attention to
the appropriate CU, frame 12 or 14. The direction of the man's look is the
determining factor. Cutting on his head turn is a powerful editing cue.

One last point to be made is the importance of lens choice. These shots were
all photographed in the 50 to 90mm range. The three shots, frames 9 and 13,
were the widest at 50mm, and it might have been possible to bring the women
in the foreground into a closer relationship with the man with a longer lens.
Manipulating scene space with the lens is a powerful technique, but if used
carelessly it can cause spatial inconsistencies.
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L Pattern (Version One)

Here we see a typical use of the L pattern. An angular view in frame 1 moves
to a low-angle OTS shot in frame 2. Actually we are seeing a portion of the
man's arm, not his shoulder, and it preserves the spatial unity of the opening
shot. We then move to two close-ups. Notice the rhythm created in four frames



by the change in shot size and camera angle. We become progressively tighter
for three frames and then back out to a slightly wider CU in frame 4. Compare
this with the next series.

' o

Frames 5-7 show how the sequence would look if we only used OTS three-
shots. An entire conversation could be shot this way, though frame 6 could be a
little tighter. Generally speaking this sequence has a more relaxed, stable feel
than the previous version.

L Pattern (Version Two)

Here's another version of the L pattern. This time the opening shot of the scene
is a two-shot. Not until frame 3 do we see an overview of the scene space.
This is an interesting strategy for opening a scene—deliberately withholding



the full context of the scene. We also see a typical use of the two-shot in frame
1. It 1s typical because the L pattern generally groups the two players on the
long top of the L together. Almost always, the L seating or standing arrangement
occurs when a single player is addressing two others.

We can compare the use of the three-shot in this last series with the two-shot
in the previous series. Both three-shots are OTS framings. An alternative
three-shot i1s shown in the bottom row. One last point: The frames in all these
series are necessarily small for presentation purposes. In a theater the subjects
in these shots would appear considerably closer and more intimate.

I Pattern

This is a simple version of a common staging. Once again we can see that the
options for cutting tend toward shot, reverse shot patterns. If cutting is not
used, we can employ more complex staging in depth, but quite often OTS shots,



two-shots and close-ups are the best way to frame the action. In this series we
find this strategy working effectively. By adding a dolly move and by
repositioning the players, we have obtained many of the same angles seen in
multiple shots using only the master shot. Later we'll look at staging techniques
that use a master shot for an entire scene.

2

A Pattern (In-Depth Staging One)

This next series is an unusual staging of a dialogue sequence. I have included it
as a study of in-depth staging and the use of lenses.

Frames 1-4 are straightforward stagings of the players. A line of action is
established between the man and the two women. Respecting the line we can
move to the low angle two-shot (frame 3) or the subsequent OTS shots of the
women (frame 4), which establish a new line.



If we want to explore more fully the relationship between the man and the
women we can use a pair of reverse shots. Here's how we might cross the line:
We could open the scene with a medium shot of the man in frame 5. This could
be followed by the man's head turn as he looks at the women in the foreground
in frame 6. After several seconds the man will turn away, and we can cut to
frame 7. Now we can cut to the two-shots or the OTS shots from the previous
series. We also have the option of cutting to OTS shots on the opposite side ot
the women after frame 7.
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A Pattern (In-Depth Staging Two)

This staging in depth is a good example of the use of frontality. It has been
designed to work without reverses or shots taken from the side. The camera is
able to move all the way to the background to feature the women coming
through the gate. After the establishing shot a scene staged this way might only



use frames 2 and 3 for an entire conversation.

Frames 4-6 represent an alternative establishment of scene space. In this
version the scene opens with the woman in the background. We are intrigued
by her look and cut to the wider frame of the other two players in frame 5. This
is a cut on the look, but it is not a POV shot. That would require a reverse
angle. Finally, we widen all the way out in a wide establishing shot. This might
serve as a dramatic pause in the middle of the scene or as the final shot.

A Pattern (Experimenting With the Line of Action)

This A arrangement stages the players at different heights to obtain interesting
angles. This 1s also an example of the unorthodox use of the line of action.
Frames 1 and 2 establish the line in an unconventional manner by not basing it
on the sight lines of the players. Frame 3 is a radical shift to a low-angle shot.
But the scene geography was so clear in frame 1 that we remember where the
boy on the railing was seated. Also the gun stock was deliberately included in
the shot as a spatial signpost.

Frame 4 observes the new line established between the two boys on the
railing, but in frame 5 we violate that line to get the shot of the boy standing on
the ground. Frame 6 is a reestablishing shot and frame 7 again crosses the line.
It is likely that an actual sequence would use head turns and other spatial cues
that would make the editing pattern more cohesive. However, whether or not



this rule-breaking approach works for you is your decision.
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L Pattern (Version Three)

Here's an alternative treatment of the previous scene. In this version the cut on
the look motivates many of the shots. We open with the three-shot in frame 1
(the third boy is hidden behind the railing). In frame 2 we cut to a reverse on
the boy's head turn and look. We reverse again and move to the CU of the boy
behind the railing looking back. In frame 4 the boy seated on the railing throws
a pebble at the boy behind the railing who looks up in frame 5. We open up to a
wide shot in frame 6 as the boy in the foreground calls to his two friends. This
motivates the head turn of the boy in CU in frame 7. Throughout this sequence
cutting has been motivated by either action or the cut on the look.









11 FOUR OR MORE PLAYER
DIALOGUE STAGINGS

taging dialogue scenes with four or more subjects utilizes the same A, I

and L patterns that we used for three-player dialogue scenes. However,

as the number of subjects grows, so do the possibilities for individual

shots or group shots. For instance, for a scene with five subjects, there

are 5 possible CUs, 9 two-shots, 6 three-shots, 6 four-shots and 1 five-

person master shot, or approximately 27 shots. Obviously, this is an
overwhelming number of choices for any scene, and while some setups are
clearly impractical, photographing groupings with more than three subjects is a
matter of consolidation and simplification.

In nearly all cases, dramatic structure in fiction does this for us by
representing a generalized view of the human situation through the actions of
individuals. In practical terms this is found in any scene involving large
numbers of people when we focus on the key experiences of the main
characters within a compressed time frame. While these are dramatic
conventions, they are similar to how we experience any large gathering of
people in real life. At a dinner party, for example, people arrange themselves
into small groups because it's simply too difficult to converse with more than
five or six people simultaneously. Even when one person gains the attention of
the other guests, it's basically a two-person arrangement: the speaker and his
audience. When filming a large group where several players speak, close-ups
are often used in favor of three- and four-player group shots, since this helps
differentiate the players.



Figure 11.1

If we look at Figure 11.1 we see one man surrounded by seven other people.
It would be unusual for each of these players to have significant speaking parts.
Even if that were the case, one or two players would almost certainly emerge
as the central players. The key to camera positioning is identifying which
players are the central players in the scene.

Figure 11.2 shows the line of action established between the principal two
players in the scene. CUs of all the other players might be used, but the basic
staging preserves the line of action as established by these players.

Figure 11.3 shows what happens if three players share the dialogue equally.
In this case the A pattern applies and the camera can be positioned
accordingly. As we learned in the previous chapter, even the A pattern is
ultimately reduced to the two-subject I position when determining the line of
action. The players who do not have dialogue may be included in the shot, but
the camera position is restricted to the 180-degree working area on one side of
the line of action.






Figure 11.3

Figure 11.4

In Figure 11.4 the same logic applies to four key players. In this situation we
have multiple lines of sight or potential lines of action. While it is possible to
puzzle out camera placement for each pair of players, there is a simpler way to
work out the staging. Limit yourself to a few key setups. If you are establishing



more than four sightlines to move around space in a large group, you are
creating unnecessary problems. The dotted line in Figure 11.4 represents a
basic line of action that permits close-ups, singles, two-shots and a group shot.
This means that we are establishing a general viewing direction.

It should be mentioned at this point that all this attention to the line of action
and camera setup implies an active cutting style. In any of the previous
examples of large group stagings, a single camera setup could be used, and this
of course would eliminate continuity problems.

While it is easy to visualize this in illustrations from an uncluttered high-
angle view, it can be anything but simple to visualize a scene when you're on
the set with a large cast. But no matter how complex the staging becomes, the
camera geography of any scene is easily determined by keeping the line of
action in mind. This is true whether you choose to violate the line or not. The
Japanese director Yasujiro Ozu, whose staging style required him to cross the
line, was as consistent in his rejection of the traditional rules of continuity as
any Hollywood director is in observing them. The purpose of describing
staging in terms of the line of action 1s to help a director make clearheaded
choices. The line and the patterns based on the line should be thought of as a
system of organization, not as an aesthetic choice. If it helps you to break
through to some new way of working, so much the better.

A Pattern (Version One)

This time 5 players are seated in a circular arrangement. In this case it's
possible to interpret the staging as an I, A or L arrangement depending on
which players are being emphasized. The determination of the line of action,
general viewing angle and staging pattern is your choice.

In this situation, the predominant viewing angle is over the shoulder of the
grandmother shown in Figure 3. All the other players can be viewed from this
position. Only one reverse is required to see the grandmother.

In this situation the line of action 1s extremely flexible. The reason is that the
line of action is generally determined by the sight line of the players featured in
the scene. As you can see, there are so many possible sight lines in this
circular staging that we could easily establish a new line anywhere in the
scene space.

Frames 2, 3 and 4 show an editing pattern in which subjects on the sides of
the table are seen in angular shots, essentially from the point of view of the



grandmother in frame 3. An unorthodox alternative is the side-by-side OTS
shots of the grandmother in frames 5 and 6.
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L Pattern

This is a good example of how a group of four players is treated in CUs, two-
shots and three-shots. In this arrangement the two girls seated side-by-side
clearly work as a two-shot and form the center of the scene. We can frame them
as though they were one player opposite the boy, which means we are
essentially working with the I pattern.

In frame 1 we set up the full group and move into a wide OTS three-shot in
frame 2 (the fourth figure is partially visible). The OTS two-shot in frame 3,
the two-shot in frame 4 and the medium single shot in frame 5 make up one
simplified treatment of the scene, assuming that editing is called for.

To show how easy it would be to stage the scene for a single master shot,
consider frame 2. If the camera were shifted a few feet to the right and tilted
up, all four figures would be framed. In this arrangement the seated figures
would be in profile and the standing figure would be in a frontal position.



A Pattern (Version Two)

This next series of nine panels shows three staging possibilities comparing I, L
and A pattern stagings. In the first example we have a classic three angle
treatment of the I pattern. Panel 1 shows the head-on center position. From a
closer position, but still located midpoint between the subjects, the camera is
pivoted left and right to obtain panels 2 and 3.

In the second sequence we open up with the girl who is standing lined up to
one side of the seated figures. This makes it the L pattern. At the same time the
camera has been moved to a position almost along the line of action and
outside the scene space. Two angular shots give us a single and a three-shot.

In this next sequence we have an A pattern interpretation of the same scene.
In this case the girl standing is lined up so that she is flanked by the subjects in
frames 7 and 8. In these two shots the line of action practically runs through the



camera position.

Patterns can also be mixed. If you read the frames vertically, for instance,
panels 1,4 and 7 shots from the I, L, and A patterns work together quite
comfortably. The choice is essentially between symmetrical or asymmetrical
framings. This is most obvious in the shot, reverse shot pattern.

Frontal Positions for Single Setups

By now the various possibilities for staging two-, three- and four-or-more-
subject dialogue sequences should be familiar as recognizable framing and
editing patterns. In midsized groups where each subject is dramatically
significant, master shot stagings are often desirable. The three examples that
follow show asymmetrical stagings and the use of depth in figure placement.



In a group master shot in which the action is staged for one viewpoint, the
screen too easily becomes the theatrical proscenium. Rather than have a scene
staged across the frame, players can be staged along the lens axis, as with the
group of boys in the hallway in frames 1 and 2. Here the players are seen in
profile. Foreground players may turn from the camera occasionally to react to
background players, but they can be directed to speak or respond to players
across from them as well.

In-Depth Frontal Positions

In this next series of frames, an in-depth composition is used with a foreground
player close to the camera. The overly composed theatrical positioning in
frame 3 is modified in frame 4 so that the background players form a looser
group arrangement.



The evolution of the compositions in frames 1-6 is representative of the
staging process carried out on the set by the director, the actors and the
cinematographer. Frames 1 through 6 are all ways of dealing with the same
scene, with frame 5 coming closest to an acceptable solution. However, |
would probably bring the seated figure on the right forward slightly.

When staging groups, filmmakers are sometimes fearful that their players are
not seen clearly within the frame. The result of overcomposed figures is
staginess, and the only cure is a disregard for ordered framing. In the following
examples figures are overlapped or cut off by the frame, and this freedom
permits many more options for staging action. This style of composition is
known as open framing and will be discussed further in a later chapter.

Crowds and Large Groups

In concluding the dialogue staging section we come to the treatment of
individual players when they are in crowds or other large gatherings of people.
When staging a dialogue scene in a crowd, the subjects in conversation are



still placed in accordance with the concepts we applied to 2,3, and 4 players.
However, there are some additional camera techniques available that solve
some of the spatial problems that arise when the scene space is densely packed
with people.

There are two basic approaches to shooting dialogue in or around a crowd:
The camera is either in the crowd looking out or outside the crowd looking in.
The execution of each approach is largely dependent on the focal length of the
lens that you use. Shots framed from within the action are normally taken with
a wide or normal lens, while shots taken from outside the action are shot with
a telephoto lens.

Telephoto Lenses

Apart from the specific visual appeal of a telephoto shot, long lenses have
become popular in the shooting of large crowds for logistical reasons. For
instance, it i1s possible to simulate large masses of people with a limited
number of extras strategically placed in depth for the telephoto lens. In
addition, due to the shallow depth of field, the telephoto lens can isolate
principal subjects from foreground and background elements whether the
crowd is staged or real.

At the same time, the camera can be placed at a distance from the crowd,
making it easier for the cameraman to work. Spatial relationships within shots
and between shots are indefinite due to the shallow depth of field, and the
specific location of action is difficult to identify. The telephoto lens permits
cameramen to work in crowds discretely, allowing them to photograph actors
in real situations (as in the photos accompanying this section.)

The use of the telephoto requires keeping the camera outside the action. If
the camera were in the midst of the crowd, it would have to be a great distance
from the players in order to frame them, thereby allowing too many extras to
come between the camera and the subjects. The result would be that the crowd
would obscure the players. Therefore, telephoto shots of subjects within a
crowd must be carefully staged so that just the right number of people move
between the camera and players. Since this turns out to be only a few people,
10 to 15 extras can be made to seem like a big crowd.

Wide Lenses

Staging action for the wide lens is far more difficult. Generally, the camera is



in the action, close to the subject of the shot. As with the telephoto shot, extras
must be carefully arranged between camera and subject, but the greater depth
of field and clarity of the normal lens is less forgiving in terms of framing. The
positioning of figures is much more critical, and a slight variation of any
element can wreck the shot. If the camera and subject move, many more extras
are necessary, and because the camera is within the action, a quarter turn takes
in 90 degrees of space. This is space that might require dozens or hundreds of
extras to fill. At the same time, the camera and crew have to work in close
quarters and moving dolly track or lights requires clearing the area.

For all this, the normal lens has decided advantages for creating
understandable geography, as well as for its particular graphic qualities. It is
usually necessary to stage physical action with the wider lenses, while
dialogue stagings can be shot with a telephoto. We can now look at some
examples of actual shots.

Lens Comparisons for Crowd Scenes

The arrow indicates the subjects of our shots. Frame 1 is a moderate wide-
angle shot (35mm) outside the action. Frame 2 is shot through the parade and
views our subjects from within the action using a 40mm lens.




In frame 3 we are again on the same side of the street as our subjects, this
time with a longer lens to bring the background closer. One slightly unorthodox
effect is that the subjects are in soft focus due to the shallow depth of field.
While some filmmakers object to allowing principal subjects to go soft even
while they remain the center of attention, I find that the subjects can be
recognized if their clothes or appearance has been established in previous
shots. Frame 4, taken with a 500mm lens was shot from across the street using
two foreground spectators as a framing device. Finally, frames 5 and 6 are on
the perimeter of the action, very nearly in the thick of things, shot with a 50mm
lens.

We conclude with a comparison of lenses. Firstisa 40mm lens with
figures in the middle ground, second is a S0mm lens with the figures in the
foreground and last is a 300mm lens shot with the figures in the
background.









12 MOBILE STAGING

hen Fred Astaire left Broadway for the studios of RKO he
summed up his thoughts about motion pictures and dance this
way: “Either the camera will dance or I will.” This is pretty
good advice for a choreographer to follow, but it also happens to
be a succinct way of describing the two basic methods of staging
mobile action: move the camera or move the subject.

In the previous three chapters on staging dialogue we built sequences by
using multiple camera viewpoints to direct the viewer's attention—the camera
moved around players who remained in a fixed position. There is an
alternative to this way of staging action: directing the viewer's attention from
one subject to another by having the subjects move within the space framed by
the camera. In practice, both approaches are frequently combined to present a
varied and fluid dramatic sequence. In addition to cutting multiple viewpoints
together and moving the subject in the frame, we can also move the camera in a
tracking or crane shot. These three methods of photographing action in
sequence represent the entire range of camera and subject staging techniques.

Figure 12.1 Frames 1 and 2 show the shot, reverse shot cutting pattern. Frames 3



and 4 represent a continuous shot in which the man turns around to face the
camera. This strategy uses mobile staging to achieve the same results as cutting.

In Figure 12.1, frames 1 and 2 illustrate a simple shot, reverse shot editing
pattern using OTS framings. This is a straightforward way to treat a dialogue
scene 1f the subjects are stationary. The alternative is to allow the players to
reposition themselves as part of the action in a single shot, as shown in frames
3 and 4. By having the man turn around in frame 4 we obtain the frontal view
that previously required a new shot.

A variation on this same idea of substituting the actor's movement for editing
1s shown in Figure 12.2 This time the girl in the background of the shot comes
forward until she is seen in close-up. The man with his back to the camera in
frame 1 turns with her so that they are both facing the camera. In a sense we
have obtained the equivalent of a medium OTS shot, a close-up and two-shot
without resorting to cutting.

These two examples of mobile staging will give you the basic idea. The
only criterion the actor's movement should meet is whether it is motivated or
not. This type of staging falls under the category of “stage business.” This can
mean anything from lighting a cigarette (the classic piece of stage business in
the '40s) to moving around a bedroom while getting dressed in the morning,
You should never really have to invent artificial business just to add action to a
scene. If the story, actors and the directing process are working together, ideas
will emerge from this collaboration that are accurate observations of human
behavior.

Building Blocks

Think of the longest, most involved sequence shot you can remember from a
film. Now imagine how you might draw that sequence in a storyboard. Since
you cannot depict continuous movement in a single panel, you would have to
choose key moments in the action and draw them in a series of panels. As it
turns out, this is fairly easy because most action staged for a long interrupted
shot is composed of these very same moments choreographed into a smooth
continuity. We can also reverse the process and devise a continuous shot built
from the same individual key events in the action.



Figure 12.2 These separate frames at left represent a single shot. By using mobile
blocking, the actors are seen in different positions and sizes, the same as if we had
cut between setups.

We've already looked at the building blocks for this approach in the patterns
and positions catalogued in the previous chapters on staging. Working out
choreographed movement with the actors is merely a matter of connecting
different patterns and positions so that all the separate views of a scene are
linked into a single shot.

Mobile Staging (Example One)
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Figure 12.3

Let's try building a simple two-position sequence using camera movement and
a subject who is repositioned in the shot. This strategy is shown in Figure 12.3.
The movement of the camera and the actor represents a single unbroken shot.
The accompanying diagrams show an aerial v