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Introduction 
 

In every age and every place, people tell stories. How they do so changes with time 

and technology. In the distant past, myths and legends were an oral tradition sustained 

by bards. Later, playwrights and performers made scripted drama and live theatre the 

cornerstone of public entertainment. Gradually, the advent of print technologies and the 

spread of literacy saw books gain prominence as a storytelling medium. By the 

eighteenth century, the novel was emerging as the preeminent narrative form in western 

Europe. Novels brought unprecedented levels of detail and psychological complexity to 

popular tales, shaping our modern conceptions of character and action. Then, in the 

twentieth century, new media emerged to challenge the power of print. Motion pictures 

and television offered astonishingly lifelike representations of people, places and 

events, that captivated audiences. The new media quickly established themselves as 

significant arts, with feature films the visual equivalent of the novel. At their best, film 

and television media offered experiences every bit as compelling as the myths, epic 

poems and plays of earlier eras. One hundred years on, they remain hugely popular, 

even as streaming services and digital content have further expanded the scope for 

storytelling.    

Today, mainstream courses in English and literature recognize this reality by 

including the study of film and television alongside the traditional poetry, prose and 

drama, and new digital media. Consequently, the range of terms and concepts that 

students have to master in their study of texts has increased. Some of these new 

concepts overlap comfortably with those in the literary domain. Point of view, 

perspective, theme and values are equally applicable to literature and film, as are 

notions of style and authorship. But there are also significant differences: lighting, 

framing and soundtrack, for example, do not have exact equivalents in prose. A full 

appreciation of film and television therefore requires some understanding the technical 

apparatus of film and how it engages an audience—which differs in important ways 

from the experience of print.  

Film and TV terms was written to aid such understanding, in the hope that students 

will become more sophisticated viewers. In a world now saturated with visual 

entertainments, it might seem odd to suggest that students need assistance with film and 

television. They already come to such texts greater enthusiasm and experience than is 

the case with printed works. But their experience is often confined to a narrow range of 

materials. Hollywood blockbusters and prime time TV dramas use a limited range of 

filmic codes and styles. Faced with something different—an early film by Eisenstein or 

Murnau, or a modern Bollywood musical—students may find themselves struggling to 

comprehend. Serious film study necessarily confronts us with the same challenges as 

serious study of literature: the need to understand not only the texts that surround us 

day-to-day but also those that preceded them; the need to make comparisons across 

time and culture; the need to view familiar texts from unfamiliar perspectives. 

Engaging with film and television texts in this way calls for specialised knowledge: 

about social and historical contexts, about the evolution of film codes and technologies; 

and about viewing practices.  

Film and TV Terms addresses the need for a broader perspective in two ways. First, 

it contextualises film study by addressing history, criticism, theory and ideology. 

Looking beyond individual texts enables students to gain an understanding of the 

connections between technology, economics, culture and aesthetics in film and 

television. The book also explores the evolution of viewership, through the concepts of 
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audience and viewing practices. The second way in which the book broadens 

knowledge is in its choice of examples. Rather than rely upon current popular releases 

deemed ‘relevant’ to students, Film and TV Terms uses many older sources that 

students are unlikely to have encountered in their own experience. This not only 

expands and historicises students’ viewing experience but also affords teachers the 

opportunity to work with movies that are in the public domain, and which can be 

sourced and used, ethically, at no cost.   

Although designed as a glossary, Film and TV Terms offers more than a 

vocabulary. It foregrounds concepts and issues, such as auteur theory, aesthetics, film 

theory, theme and values. Major technical concepts such as shot, mise en scène, lighting 

and montage all have their own entries, as do aspects of camerawork such as 

movement, angle and distance. Terms such as focus, tilt, pan and dolly are covered in 

detail. The more arcane industry terms, such as completion bond, and  job descriptions 

such as Foley artist, gaffer, and grip, are treated briefly in the Quick Reference section.  

While the book covers a great many technical terms and concepts, the primary 

focus is on appreciation and analysis, not media production. The approach taken here is 

strongly attuned to English, rather than media study or film making. It should also be 

noted that although the book covers concepts in both film and television, the focus on 

television is limited to narrative genres and TV movies, which have much in common 

with the textual forms and practices of film. Other important television genres and 

functions, such as news and current affairs, reality TV, game shows and the like, cannot 

be fully explored in a book of this scope, though they are mentioned in passing in a 

number of entries. 

I hope that teachers and students will find Film and TV Terms a useful reference, 

and one that helps make their viewing and study of film and TV texts more purposeful 

and more rewarding. 
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Topic maps for teachers 
 

These groupings do not cover all of the terms in the book. Teachers may wish to add to 

the lists under each heading, or develop their own charts for other topics to explore. 
 

TOPIC KEY CONCEPTS 

 

 The history of motion 

 pictures 

 

 

History of film  Aesthetics 

Historicism   Hays Code 

 

The elements and  ‘grammar’  

of filmed works 

 

Sign     Codes & conventions 

Shot     Camera angle 

Montage    Camera movement 

Mise en scène   Camera distance 

Point of view   Suture 

 

 

Film form and genre 

 

Narrative    Genre 

Montage    Directing 

Mise en scène   Screenplay 

Editing    Adaptation 

 

  

Viewing practices  

and audience 

 

Audience    Criticism  

Gaze    Suture 

Ideology    Viewing Practices 

 

 

Cinema aesthetics 

 

 

 

Aesthetics   Auteurism 

Realism    Mise en scène 

Expressionism   Camera topics 

Criticism    Lighting 

 

 

Technical aspects  

of  production 

 

Shot     Mise en scène 

Editing    Montage 

Lighting    Directing 

Camera topics   Screenplay 

  

 

Political / ideological 

dimensions 

 

Ideology    Subjectivity 

Gender theory   Historicism  

Apparatus theory   Feminist theory 

Values     Postcolonialism 

 

 

Film theory 

 

Film theory   Auteur theory 

Structuralism   Poststructuralism 

Apparatus theory  Audience 

Psychoanalysis  Historicism 
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Index of key concepts 
 

CAPITALS are topic headings. Lower case terms are treated under the main heading. 

 

 
ACTING, PERFORMANCE    2 
  as mediation       2 

  internal, external      3 

  method        3 

  star, star system      3 

 

ADAPTATION       6 
  loose adaptation      7 

  faithful adaptation      7 

  medium (change of)     7 

 

AESTHETICS     12 
  beauty      13 

  natural aesthetics    13 

  rhetorical aesthetics   14 

  political aesthetics    14 

 

APPARATUS THEORY   18 
  ideology     18 

  subjectivity, suture   18 

  fantasy, reality    19 

   

AUDIENCE     23 
  target audience    24 

  projected audience   24 

  real/historical audience   25 

   

AUTEUR THEORY    28 
  French New Wave   28 

  expressionism    29 

  television     30 

 

CAMERA ANGLE    32 
  eye level camera    32 

  high angle     33 

  low angle      33 

  bird’s eye     33 

  canted camera    33 

  

CAMERA DISTANCE   35 
  proxemic code    35 

  close up/medium/long shot  36 

  deep/shallow focus   37 

  depth of field     38 

 

CAMERA MOVEMENT   41 
  viewpoint     41 

  pan       42 

  track      42 

  dolly      42 

  tilt       42 

  zoom      43 

 

CODES AND CONVENTIONS  46 
  signs and rules    46 

  semiotics     46 

  camera code     47 

  lighting code     48 

  editing code     48 

  performance code    48 

  sound code     48 

  narrative code    48 

  genre      49 

 

CRITIC, CRITICISM    53 
  aims      53 

  evidence, argument   53 

  ethics      54 

 

DIRECTOR, DIRECTING   57 
  storyboard     58 

  director’s cut     58 

  final cut      58 

 

DOCUMENTARY    63 
  codes and conventions   64 

  actuality      64 

  graphics      64 

  interview     64 

  file footage     64 

  voice over     64 

  captioning     64 

  re-enactment     64 

  drama documentary   65 

  cinema verité     65 

  direct address    65 

  propaganda     66 

  

EDITOR, EDITING    69 
  dailies, rushes    70 

  rough cut     70 

  fine cut      70 

  negative matching    70 

  continuity     70 

  cutting on action    71 

  extended frame    71 

  ideology     71 
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EXPRESSIONISM    74 
  lighting, shadow    74 

  camera angles    74 

  formalism     75 

  surrealism     75 

  film noir     75 

  ideology     75 

 

FEMINIST FILM THEORY   80 
  representation    80 

  first/second wave feminism  80 

  gaze      81 

  screen theory     81 

  objectification/identification  81 

 

FILM THEORY     84 
  elements of        85 

  text, context, audience    85 

  types of      86 

Major theories: 

  auteur theory     90 

  apparatus theory    90 

  cognitive theory    90 

  feminist theory    90 

  historicism     90 

  humanism     90 

  Marxist theory    90 

  semiotic theory    91 

  structuralism     91 

  poststructuralism    91 

  postcolonialism    91 

  psychoanalytic theory   91 

  queer theory     91 

  

GAZE      92 
  camera       92 

  knowledge     92 

  fantasy        93 

  point of view shot    93 

  reverse shot     93 

 

GENDER THEORY    97 
  sex-gender system    98 

  queer theory     98 

  masculine/feminine   98 

  desire      99 

  identification     99 

 
GENRE       102 
  approaches to    102 

  sub-genres     103 

  ‘family resemblances’   103 

  social origins     103 

Film genres: 

  action       106 

  fantasy       106 

  film noir     106 

  historical      106 

  horror       107 

  melodrama     107 

  musical       107 

  romance      107 

  science fiction     108 

  war       108 

  western       108 

TV formats and genres: 

  cooking show    109 

  courtroom drama    109 

  game show     109 

  home and garden    110 

  medical drama    110 

  music video     110 

  news      110 

  police drama     111 

  ‘reality’ TV     111 

  situation comedy (sitcom)  111 

  soap opera      112 

  sports      112 

 

HAYS CODE     113 
  censorship     113 

  industry code     113 

  MPPC      113 

  principles     114 

  classification     115 

  OFLC      115 

  ratings: G,PG,M,R   115 

 

HISTORICISM     118 
  historical awareness   118 

  historical context    118 

  absolutism, relativism   118 

  historical empathy    119 

 

HISTORY OF FILM    123 
  photography     123 

  stroboscope animation   123 

  film camera     124 

  kinetograph     124 

  film projection    124 

  film d'art     124 

  Hollywood     125 

  montage      125 

  film grammar    125 

  Kuleshov effect    126 

  sound and colour    126 

  sound-on-film    126 

  CGI, VFX     126 

 

HUMANISM     133 
  human experience    133 

  individual artist    133 
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  artistic merit     134 

  imagination     134 

  true-to-life     134 

  moral clarity     134 

  insight      134 

  naturalism, aestheticism  134 

 

IDEOLOGY     136 
  belief system     136 

  capitalist     136 

  socialist      136 

  ruling ideology    137 

  myth      137 

 

INTERTEXTUALITY    141 
  quotation     142 

  allusion      142 

  homage      142 

  interpreting     142 

 

LIGHTING      147 
  director of photography  147 

  three point     148 

  high/low key     149 

  spot      149 

  back      149 

  side      149 

  chiaroscuro     149 

 

MISE EN SCÈNE    153 
  staging      153 

  physical elements    153 

  photographic elements   153 

  and montage     154 

  open/closed frame    155 

  space      155 

  light and colour    155 

  sound      155 

  realism, symbolism   156 

  effects      156 

 

MONTAGE     161 
  forced connection    161 

  superimposing    161 

  cross cutting     161 

  jump cut     161 

  narrative montage    162 

  ideational montage   162 

  point of view     162 

 

NARRATIVE      166 
  narrative properties   167 

  sequence     167 

  causality     167 

  relevance     167 

  narrator      167 

  reliable narrator    167 

  unreliable narrator    167 

  dramatization    168 

  interpretation     168 

 

POINT OF VIEW    170 
  objective camera    171 

  subjective camera    171 

  point of view shot    171 

  shot/reverse     171 

  viewpoint character   172 

 

POSTCOLONIALISM    174 
  market power    175 

  representations    175 

  ‘Other’      175 

  third cinema     175 

  critiques      176 

 
PSYCHOANALYTIC THEORY  179 
  unconscious     179 

  dreams      180 

  repressed     180 

  manifest/latent content   180 

  scopophilia     180 

  desire, lack     180 

  

REALISM      184 
  expressionism    184 

  surrealism     184 

  fantasy      185 

  convention     185 

  cinema verité     185 

  ideology     186 

  social realism    186 

 

SCREENPLAY     189 
  commissioned    189 

  assignment     189 

  spec script     189 

  shooting script    190 

  call sheet     190 

  format       191 

 

SHOT      193 
  purpose      193 

  sequence     194 

  transition     194 

  content curve     194 

  deferred desire    195 

  hypersignification    195 

 

SIGN      199 
  semiotics     199 

  signifier, signified    199 

  polysemy     200 

  Kuleshov effect    200 

  iconic sign     201 
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  indexical sign    201 

  symbolic sign    201 

  natural sign     201 

 

STRUCTURALISM,  
POSTSTRUCTURALISM   205 
  signs and rules     205 

  deep structure    205 

  narrative functions   206 

  subject, in narrative   206 

  object, in narrative   206 

  donor, in narrative    206 

  helper, in narrative   206 

  receiver, in narrative   206 

  binary oppositions    206 

  poststructuralism    207 

 

SUBJECTIVITY     211 
  language     211 

  social role     211 

  subject position    212 

  subjective camera    212 

 

SUTURE      215 
  reverse shot     216 

  point of view shot    216 

  absent field     216 

  desire      216 

 

THEME      218 
  topic      218   

  moral      218 

  interpretation     219 

  multiple readings    219 

 

VALUES      223 
  audience     223 

  symbolic contests    224 

  moral inversion    224 

  classification     224 

 
VIEWING PRACTICES   227 
  natural      227 

  learned      227 

  interpretive skills    228 

  conflicting     228 

  narrative viewing practice  229 

  affective viewing practice  229 

  moral viewing practice   229 

  political viewing practice  229 

  aesthetic viewing practice  229 
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Acting, performance 
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Each year the annual Academy Awards in Hollywood include a category for 
‘Best Actor’. This begs the question: What makes a good actor?  
 
1. Consider the following possible measures of acting achievement. Tick any 
that you think are definite measures of quality. 

  Popularity with audiences 

  Expressiveness in portraying character 

  Believability in playing a role 

  Versatility: playing very different roles 

  Invisibility: ‘disappearing’ into character 

  A distinctive, recognisable style 

  Personality, charm, physical appearance 

  Values: political or social activism 
 
 Can you think of actors who are known for one or more of the above 

characteristics? Try matching an actor to each of the above items. 
 
2. Are there objective or statistical criteria for judging actors, in the way that 
the performance of athletes or sports stars is measured? If so, what might 
the criteria be? 

- Box office earnings?     
- Number of movie roles per year? 
- Total screen time per year? 
- Something else? 

 
 Are any of the above definite measures of quality?  
 

 

 

 
Acting in film and television is the creation and performance of a character as set out in 

the script and in line with the director’s vision.   

In novels and stories, readers learn about characters directly from the author’s own 

descriptions and dialogue. Depicting characters in a movie is different. Film makers and 

audiences must rely on actors to interpret and perform the written script, and to portray 

characters for the viewer. The actors stand in between the scriptwriter and the viewer, 

and mediate the characterisations. The performances of actors can therefore have a 

powerful impact on characterisation and on the overall quality of a film.  

 Acting has a long history. In the ancient world, performers acted out the myths and 

legends of a tribe or clan, playing a vital role in the transmission of culture. But acting 

as a paid profession came later, with the rise of scripted dramas. In ancient Greece, live 

theatre was a major entertainment, and playwrights such as Sophocles and Euripides 

created tragedies and comedies that endured for centuries. In ancient theatre, the actors 

wore masks that signalled their role, and the performances were highly ritualised. There 

was little focus on individual talent in acting, as we understand it. 
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  Over time, as dramatists created more original works with more subtle 

characterisations, the individual talents of actors assumed greater importance. We 

know, for example, that in Shakespeare's day—the late sixteenth century—gifted  

actors could became ‘stars’ whose fame would attract an audience. Henry Condell and 

Richard Burbage were examples, as was Shakespeare himself. This was also a time 

when critics began making judgments about good and bad actors. They complained 

about ‘hacks’ who relied on exaggerated gestures, and praised actors who offered more 

subtle and internalised portrayals of character. 

 The work of actors in film and television has many parallels with the history of 

performances on stage. The earliest movies were silent, and stage settings were simple. 

There were few close-ups to show facial expression, so actors conveyed character 

through exaggerated gestures and costuming. Written dialogue was displayed on screen 

in the form of title cards. There was little scope for subtlety. As film making became 

more sophisticated, with the advent of sound, camera close-ups, and more realistic 

settings, actors expanded their repertoire of skills for conveying character. Tone of 

voice, accent, facial expression, subtle use of posture and movement, added depth to the 

performances. Some screen actors ‘connected’ with audiences more effectively than 

others, and such individuals began to attain ‘star’ status, beyond that of the specific 

roles they played. Their names became a drawcard on advertising posters, 

overshadowing that of the writer or director. By the 1940s in Hollywood, the star 

system meant that directors would seek out famous actors, who could command high 

fees, and who could afford to be selective about the roles they accepted.   

 As film acting became a profession, acting schools and coaches began developing 

theories and strategies for achieving greater impact on screen. Two approaches to 

acting can be described as ‘external’ and ‘internal’. ‘External’ performance involves the 

actor achieving characterisation through conscious and intentional use of gesture, voice, 

pacing, posture and other deliberate actions. Many classical stage actors relied on such 

techniques, as subtle expressions are not be visible on stage, when the audience is 

physically distant and there are no close-ups. ‘Internal’ performance styles involve the 

actor striving to personally ‘experience’ a character’s role and situation, trusting that 

the inner experience of motives and feelings will deliver an unconscious realism in the 

performance. In Hollywood, the ‘external’ approach was associated with coaches such 

as Sanford Meisner and Stella Adler, while the ‘experiential’ approach was favoured by 

coaches such as Lee Strasberg, who adapted the theories of the Russian film director 

Konstantin Stanislavski.  

 Strasberg’s ‘method’ was favoured by those performers who valued a more 

subjective approach. So-called ‘method actors’ would often research their roles by 

seeking out real life experiences: to prepare for playing a taxi driver or a doctor, the 

actor might actually work as a cab driver, or follow a surgeon on his rounds, and 

interview medical practitioners. This has sometimes attracted the criticism that such 

actors confuse fictional performance with reality, or overestimate how much they can 

learn from brief experiences. In contrast to the ‘external’ stage style and the ‘internal’ 

method style, some actors claimed to have no specific strategy at all, declaring they 

performed intuitively or naturalistically in each role. Some actors with a limited ‘range’ 

can seem as if they are not acting at all, presenting the same persona in every role.     

 Actors are guided in their work by the written script and by the film director, who 

might have a very specific vision of how a character should act in each scene. Some 

directors exert tight control, while others give actors more scope to create character. 

Most performances result from collaboration and compromise between writer, actor and 

director—but there are famous exceptions where tensions and disagreements have 
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derailed a production or, surprisingly, created landmark performances that gain critical 

acclaim and stand the test of time.  

 

Activities 

1. Many famous actors become associated with a particular style of performance. 

Stage-trained actors are often associated with technical skills in the ‘exterior’ 

mode, while many film actors are known for their use of experiential ‘method.’ 

Others are claimed to have a naturalistic or intuitive approach. 

 

Research a selection from the following list of actors, and classify them as 

‘technical’ (stage-like) actors, ‘method’(experiential) actors, or intuitive actors.   

 

 Dustin Hoffman  Jennifer Lawrence  Guy Pearce 

 Lawrence Olivier  Gary Oldman   Nicole Kidman 

 Willem Dafoe   Denzel Washington  Meryl Streep 

   Judith Anderson  Al Pacino    Marlon Brando 

  Alec Guinness  Cate Blanchett   Viola Davis 

  Robert Mitchum  Barbara Stanwyck  Bette Davis 

  

  

2. Judging performances can be difficult, as each role is different, and actors might  

work in unique circumstances, with different directors. One approach is to compare 

portrayals of the same character by different actors. 

 

The following are examples of different actors playing the same iconic character 

roles in different productions. View brief scenes from each film online, and 

consider your impression of the performances. 

 

 

 

Actor    Character/Role  Movie or TV show   

Humphrey Bogart Philip Marlowe  The Big Sleep (1946) 

Elliot Gould   Philip Marlowe  The Long Goodbye (1973) 

Robert Mitchum  Philip Marlowe  Farewell, My Lovely (1975) 

 

Gary Oldman  Winston Churchill Darkest Hour (2017) 

Brian Cox   Winston Churchill Churchill (2017) 

    

Peter Cook   Sherlock Holmes  Hound of the Baskervilles (1978) 

Christopher Lee  Sherlock Holmes  Murder by Decree (1979) 

 

Margaret Rutherford Miss Marple   Murder, She Said (1961) 

Angela Lansbury  Miss Marple   The Mirror Crack’d (1980) 

Joan Hickson  Miss Marple   Miss Marple TV series (1984-92) 

 

David Tennant  The Doctor   Dr Who (2005-2010) 

Jodie Whittaker  The Doctor   Dr Who (2018-2021) 
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Example:  

Philip Marlowe is a character originally created by writer Raymond Chandler. 

Marlowe is a ‘hard boiled’ detective, described as tough but cautious, morally 

upright where his clients are concerned, honest, and reflective. He is a hard drinker, 

but also enjoys chess and poetry. 

 

When you have viewed portrayals of Marlowe by several actors, use the table 

below to score the performances. Tick the areas of strength in each actor’s 

portrayal. 

 

   Strengths             Bogart             Gould          Mitchum 

    

diction, speech              

posture              

movement              

facial expression            

dress and appearance           

emotional range             

   ________________________________________________________ 

 

3.  Can you say how much of the difference in performance is due to the acting style, 

and how much is due to costuming, script, direction and production values? Is it 

easy to separate these factors?  

 

(Note: other actors who have played the role of Marlowe include James Garner,  

Danny Glover, James Caan, and Liam Neeson. You could compare their styles.)  

 

4. Who are your favourite actors? Can you say what it is about their performances 

that impresses you? Is it technical skill, versatility, ‘internal’ motivation, personal 

charisma—or something else? 

 

Do your favourite actors and your favourite films overlap? Can a movie be good 

despite poor performances, or vice versa?    
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Acting is the portrayal of character on stage or screen through 
speech, facial expression, gesture and movement. Actors may 
take a range of approaches to this task. Some mimic the ‘external’ 
behaviours of character, through accent, facial expression, gesture 
and costuming. Others attempt to internalise the motivations and 
feelings of a character, and then express this as a lived 
experience—known as ‘method acting.’ Actors work from a written 
script and from instructions given by the director. Through their 
portrayals, actors can have a powerful influence on the success or 
failure of a film. Popular actors who become ‘stars’ can exert even 
greater influence, and may even have roles tailored to their on-
screen persona. 
 

 
Related terms 
 
 casting 
 directing 
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Adaptation 
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Many movies and television shows are based on previously published 
novels, short stories or stage plays. 
 
1. What percentage of mainstream movies do you think might be adapted 
from literary sources? 

 10%   20%   35%   50%   More 

2. Which of the following movies are original stories and not an adaptation? 
(Tick your choices. Answers are at the end of this entry.) 

  Harry Potter    Blade Runner 

  Die Hard     Mean Girls 

  Casablanca    The Maltese Falcon 

  Mrs Doubtfire    Forrest Gump 

  Jurassic Park    Clueless 

  The Princess Bride   The Princess Diaries 

  The Martian    Star Wars 

 
3. What benefit might there be in basing a film on a novel, story or play? 
    Could there be disadvantages also? 
 

 

 

 

Adaptation is the activity of preparing a movie or television script from an existing 

novel, story, stage play, or other work. Research suggests that half of all mainstream 

Hollywood movies are adaptations. That is not counting those which are remakes of 

earlier movies. This number suggests that fully original stories are less common in 

movies and television than people might think.  

 Mainstream feature film is essentially a narrative medium: that is, a mode of 

storytelling. Since storytelling has been a feature of human culture for millennia, and 

since film making is only a very recent technology, it should be no surprise that film 

makers would borrow from existing sources, both ancient and modern. Novels are a 

popular choice. They offer ready-made stories that are expansive in scope and 

thematically rich, with detailed characterisations—such as Margaret Mitchell’s 1936 

novel, Gone With the Wind. Stories and plays offer more tightly focussed studies in 

human interaction that work well as single episodes for television, or as claustrophobic 

dramas on the big screen—such as Lucille Fletcher’s 1943 radio drama, Sorry, Wrong 

Number. Both these works were adapted for the screen with great success.  

 There are many reasons why studios might choose to adapt existing stories rather 

than create original movie scripts, but two reasons stand out. The first is the need for 

ideas. Film and TV studios need a steady supply of entertaining storylines to maintain 

their production output and sustain the industry. Borrowing and adapting from existing 

novels, stories, plays and comics solves the problem of having to invent new creative 

properties from scratch. Existing stories provide film makers with characters, settings, 

plot lines, and themes that can be modified to suit the medium of film. And since there 

is an almost endless stock of stories that can be drawn from ancient and modern 
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sources, it would make no sense to ‘reinvent the wheel’ for every movie or television 

series. 

 The second reason for adaptation is the need for guaranteed financial returns on 

studio investments. It is expensive and time consuming to create a film or television 

show. Costs can reach into the tens or hundreds of millions, and productions can take 

years. Producers must be sure they can cover their costs and still make a profit; but 

every new venture is a risk that might not pay off economically. A novel, story or 

comic that has already proved popular with readers ensures a ready-made audience who 

will want to see their favourite story and characters on the screen. The success of the 

Harry Potter movie franchise is an example of the movie industry tapping into an 

existing audience of loyal readers/consumers. By ‘piggybacking’ on prior works, film 

producers can reduce the risk associated with a new production. 

 Adaptation does not guarantee success, however. The process of adapting a novel 

to the screen is not always smooth, and there is the danger that movie audiences will 

not like the film version of a book. Complex decisions and negotiations are involved in 

any adaptation. First, authors must be willing to grant the film rights to their creations. 

An author might refuse permission, or demand high fees, or insist upon some degree of 

creative control over the filming—which producers and directors generally dislike. 

Second, stories must be modified to ‘work’ on the screen, which can involve rewrites 

that change the story and characters, and which make the film version less appealing.  

 Some films are loose adaptations—taking just the basic ideas or themes of a novel, 

and changing many of the details. Other adaptations are more direct or faithful—aiming 

to translate the novel as closely as possible. An example of a faithful adaptation is the 

1941 movie The Maltese Falcon, directed by John Huston. Based on the novel, The 

Maltese Falcon, by crime writer Dashiel Hammett, Huston’s film follows the original 

novel scene for scene and word for word, with very little variation between the novel 

and the finished film. An example of a loose adaptation is Ridley Scott’s 1982 film, 

Blade Runner. It is based on the novel, Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, by 

Philip K. Dick; but the film makes many changes to the characters, plot, setting and 

symbolism of the book, drawing out just a few of the threads in the original, and adding 

a range of new themes and ideas. Blade Runner is an example of an adaptation that 

caused friction between the film’s producers and the novel’s author, who disliked many 

elements of the adaptation. 

 Film adaptations are not usually overseen by the original authors. Studios will 

normally hire editors and scriptwriters to do the work of adapting a novel to a 

filmscript; and often a script will undergo many re-writes—even while a film is being 

shot. All of these factors and considerations make adaptation a complex and 

challenging process.   

 

Differences in medium 

 There are many reasons why the film version of a novel, story or play might differ 

from the source text. Changing social attitudes and expectations are a common reason. 

For example, gender roles and racial inequalities that might have seemed natural in a 

1950 novel are likely to offend or trouble filmgoers in the 2020s. Updating an older 

story might require changes to characters and plot, in the light of modern attitudes. 

 There are also differences in the medium that can complicate an adaptation. Print 

fiction relies on the written word, while feature film is a visual and aural medium. 

Some aspects of a novel can translate to the screen quite smoothly. Descriptions of 

setting, for example, can often be conveyed visually with a high degree of accuracy. 

Very detailed descriptions can guide filmmakers in designing storyboards, selecting 

locations, and creating sets. Character, dialogue, costuming and action can translate 
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successfully, with appropriate adjustments (movie dialogue often must be edited down 

from the more verbose exchanges in a novel). Music and cinematography can help 

establish the setting and mood for a story.  

 Some elements of print fiction are more challenging, however. Much harder to 

capture on film are the interior details of a character’s thoughts and feelings. These can 

easily be reported by the narrator of a novel, using first person or third person 

omniscient point of view. But representing a character’s thoughts and emotions on 

screen is complicated. Often, these internal states must be suggested by a character’s 

facial expression or actions, or through film techniques such as montage sequences or 

point of view shots. 

 Some movies make use of a voice-over narrative by the protagonist as a way of 

giving access to the character’s thoughts. The 1944 thriller, Double Indemnity, directed 

by Billy Wilder, is an example. In the original novel by James M. Cain, the protagonist 

is an insurance salesman who commits a murder. The novel is his extended confession 

of the crime. In the movie, the character is shown confessing into a tape machine. His 

spoken confession serves as a voice-over to the story, which is presented in flashback: 

You want to know who killed Dietrichson? I killed Dietrichson. Me, Walter Neff, 

insurance salesman, 35 years old, unmarried, no visible scars...Yes, I killed him. I 

killed him for money... and for a woman. Well, I didn't get the money and I didn't 

get the woman. Pretty, isn't it? It all began last May. Around the end of May, it 

was... 

This brief narration serves a variety of purposes. It quickly introduces the main 

character, his age and occupation, his recent actions and motives. Additionally, the tone 

and pace of delivery by actor Fred MacMurray conveys a combination of defiance and 

despair that would otherwise be difficult to portray. Other strategies for revealing a 

character’s mental processes can include direct statement through dialogue (‘I’m 

scared,’ ‘I can’t go on,’ ‘I wish I had never…’ and so on), music or sound effects, and 

dream sequences that illustrate inner turmoil, fear, or other emotions.  

 Even the most faithful film adaptations will differ from a novel or story in subtle 

ways. Watching a film is therefore not a substitute for reading a novel, or vice versa. 

The cognitive processes involved in comprehending words on the page, and forming 

mental images from written descriptions, are quite different from those involved in 

viewing and hearing a film. Further, viewing a film has an impact on how readers 

imagine the characters and settings in a novel. Instead of constructing mental images 

based on the written word, readers are likely to substitute the filmic representations, so 

that their experience of a the printed text is skewed. Print and film versions of the 

‘same’ story should preferably be judged on their own terms.  

 

 

Activities 

1.  How many film adaptations do you know? On page 9 is a list of film and television 

works that have been adapted. Try matching the titles in the left hand column to the 

correct source texts on the right.  

 

 (Note: Some of these are direct adaptations, while others are only loosely inspired 

by the original source.) 
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 Draw lines to link the film or television series to the source from which it was 

adapted.  

 

 

 Film or TV series        Adapted source  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.  Descriptions of place, character and action in a novel can provide film makers with 

detailed suggestions about locations, casting, performance and plot. 

 

 On page 10 are descriptions of setting taken from the opening pages of four 

different novels. Read the four passages and consider which would be easiest to 

adapt into to a motion picture.  

 

 Consider the following points: 

 

• What strong visual images does each description provide? 

• What information is included that would be harder to show visually?  

 

 

Blade Runner 

Mean Girls 

Die Hard 

Goodfellas 

Clueless 

It’s a Wonderful Life 

The Beast from 

20,000 Fathoms 

Forbidden Planet 

Twin Peaks 

Nothing Lasts Forever  

(novel) Roderick Thorpe 

The Greatest Gift 

(story) Philip Stern 

Peyton Place 

(movie & tv series) 

Emma 

(novel) Jane Austen 

The Fog Horn 

(story) Ray Bradbury 

Wise Guy 

(novel) Nicholas Pileggi 

Do Androids Dream of Electric 

Sheep? (novel) Philip K. Dick 

The Tempest 

(play) William Shakespeare 

Queen Bees and Wannabes 

(book) Rosalind Wiseman 
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From Bleak House, Charles Dickens 

London. Implacable November weather. As much mud in the streets as if the waters 

had but newly retired from the face of the earth … Smoke lowering down from 

chimney-pots, making a soft black drizzle, with flakes of soot in it as big as full-grown 

snowflakes … Dogs, undistinguishable in mire. Horses, scarcely better; splashed to 

their very blinkers. Fog everywhere. Fog up the river, where it flows among green aits 

and meadows; fog down the river, where it rolls deified among the tiers of shipping and 

the waterside pollutions of a great (and dirty) city. Fog on the Essex marshes, fog on 

the Kentish heights. Fog creeping into the cabooses of collier-brigs; fog lying out on 

the yards and hovering in the rigging of great ships; fog drooping on the gunwales of 

barges and small boats … Chance people on the bridges peeping over the parapets into 

a nether sky  of fog, with fog all round them, as if they were up in a balloon and 

hanging in the misty clouds.  

 

 From In Cold Blood, Truman Capote 

The village of Holcomb stands on the high wheat plains of Western Kansas, a lonesome 

area that other Kansans call ‘out there’. Some seventy miles east of the Colorado 

border, the countryside, with its hard blue skies and desert-clear air has an atmosphere 

that is rather more Far West than Middle West. The local accent is barbed with prairie 

twang, a ranch-hand nasalness, and the men, many of them, wear narrow frontier 

trousers, Stetsons, and high heeled boots with pointed toes. The land is flat and the 

views are awesomely extensive; horses, herds of cattle, a white cluster of grain 

elevators rising as gracefully as Greek temples are visible long before a traveller 

reaches them.  

 

 From The Hobbit, JRR Tolkien 

In a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit. Not a nasty, dirty, wet hole, filled with the 

ends of worms and an oozy smell, nor yet a dry, bare sandy hole with nothing in it to sit 

down on or to eat: it was a hobbit-hole, and that means comfort. It had a perfectly 

round door like a porthole, painted green, with a shiny yellow brass knob in the exact 

middle. The door opened on to a tube-shaped hall like a tunnel: a very comfortable 

tunnel without smoke, with panelled walls, and floors tiled and carpeted, provided with 

polished chairs and lots and lots of pegs for hats and coats—the hobbit was fond of 

visitors.  

 

 From To Kill a Mockingbird, Harper Lee 

Maycomb was an old town, but it was a tired old town when I first knew it. In rainy 

weather the streets turned to red slop; grass grew on the sidewalks, the court-house 

sagged in the square. Somehow, it was hotter then; a black dog suffered on a summer’s 

day; bony mules hitched to Hoover carts flicked flies in the sweltering shade of the live 

oaks on the square. Men’s stiff collars wilted by nine in the morning. Ladies bathed 

before noon, after their three o’clock naps, and by nightfall were like soft tea cakes 

with frostings of sweat and sweet talcum. People moved slowly then. They ambled 

across the square, shuffled in and out of the stores around it, took their time about 

everything.  

 

  Rank the extracts from 1 (most cinematic) to 4 (least cinematic) by recording your 

judgment below. 

 

  [ ] Bleak House    [ ] In Cold Blood 

  [ ] The Hobbit     [ ] To Kill a Mockingbird 
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3.  The detailed character descriptions found in a novel do not always match the 

subsequent screen versions—especially when film producers assign an established 

‘star’ to fill a role. 

 

 In his 1930 novel, The Maltese Falcon, author Dashiel Hammett describes the 

character of detective Sam Spade in detail. In the 1941 movie, the role was given to 

Humphrey Bogart. How well do the description and the movie casting match up?  

 

 

Samuel Spade’s jaw was long and bony, 

his chin a jutting v under the more 

flexible v of his mouth. His nostrils 

curved back to make another, smaller v. 

His yellow-grey eyes were horizontal. 

The v motif was picked up again by 

thickish brows rising outward from twin 

creases above a hooked nose, and his 

pale brown hair grew down from high 

flat temples in a point on his forehead. 

He looked rather pleasantly like a blond 

satan.  

– Dashiel Hammett, The Maltese Falcon 
 

    Humphrey Bogart.   

Publicity still, 1941. Warner Bros. Pictures 

 

For discussion 

 

• Can you think of other examples where the actor cast in a role differs from the 

character as described in a novel? (Example: Tom Cruise as Jack Reacher.) 

   

• Can ‘mis-casting’ be successful? Are there examples where the filmed version 

of a story or character improves on the original source? 

 

• Should film producers and directors always be faithful to the original source 

when adapting a novel or other work? Why/why not?  

 
 

  
S

u
m

m
a

ry
 

Adaptation is the process of preparing a filmscript based on a 
previously published novel, story, stage play or other work. Around 
half of mainstream movies are adaptations from existing sources. 
The degree of similarity between versions varies widely. Changes 
are often required due to differences in the medium (printed word 
versus sound and images), changing social contexts, budgets, and 
other factors. While comparisons are inevitable, the film version of 
a novel, play or story should be judged as a distinct and original 
entity, and not merely a secondary copy or translation.   
 

 
Related terms 
 
 casting 
 director 
 script 

 

 
 
Answers to activity on page 6: All of the titles listed are adaptations from novels or stories, except for Star 
Wars. But even Star Wars is an amalgam of ideas and scenes from earlier works, including Arthurian legend, 

early space serials such as Flash Gordon, and movies such as The Dam Busters and The Searchers.  
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Aesthetics 
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1. The following movies are often cited as visually beautiful works of art. How 
many of them do you know? (Tick your choices.) 
 

 Life of Pi      2001: A Space Odyssey 
 Melancholia     The Lord of the Rings 
 Tree of Life      The Sound of Music 
 Russian Ark     Koyaanisqatsi 
 Lawrence of Arabia    Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon 
 Citizen Kane     The Searchers 
 Days of Heaven     Hero 

 
2. What are the possible sources of beauty in a film? Choose from the 
following options.  
 

 Cinematography (visuals)   Story or plot 
 Musical score / soundtrack  Sets, locations 
 Actors – physical appearance  Acting – performance 
 Costuming      Dialogue/written script 
 Sound       Themes or ideas 
 Editing      Camerawork 

 
Which of your chosen elements do you think are most important in making a 
film beautiful? 
 
3. Can a film be considered artistically beautiful and yet be weak in other 
areas such as the plot or acting? Or is beauty a ‘total package’? 
 

 

 

 
 

Aesthetics in visual art, cinema and television refers to the beauty of a production, and 

its appeal to the senses of sight, sound and feeling. In a discussion of aesthetics, the 

emphasis is on the artistic merits of a work, rather than its popularity, box office 

success, or other such factors. 

 In the modern study of film and television, productions are often analysed in terms 

of political and social issues, and in terms of their production techniques and influence 

on audiences. An aesthetic analysis is different. It approaches film and TV texts as 

works of art, and considers their artistry and sensory appeal. This is closer to the 

approach often taken with masterpieces in painting or sculpture. The aim of such 

analysis is to identify and evaluate those elements that make a work aesthetically 

appealing and significant.     

 Many elements can contribute to the aesthetic appeal of a film or television work. 

The most significant aspect is the visual composition of scenes, and the linking of 

scenes in a way that gives artistic unity to a film. Many visual elements are controlled 

by the director and cinematographer working together. These elements can include the 

framing and composition of shots (see shot and mise en scène), the use of colour and 

choice of film stock, the aspect ratio of the film, and the use of camera lenses, angles 

and movement. Others who contribute to the ‘look’ of a film include set designers, 
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builders and costumers. Film editors play a role in the linking and sequencing of scenes 

and images. The physical appearance and performances of actors can also contribute to 

a movie’s visual appeal. 

 Visuals are not the only possible sources of beauty, however. Music and sound can 

play a powerful role in shaping the audience’s emotional response. This can include 

musical themes or motifs for specific characters and places, as well as ‘incidental’ 

music designed to cue a specific response, such as fear, suspense, or sorrow. Even well-

crafted dialogue can be a source of sensory pleasure to the ear. 

 Some directors and cinematographers draw upon ideas and techniques derived 

from painting, photography and architecture when establishing the look of a film or a 

scene. In the 1985 film Witness, for example, director Peter Weir and cinematographer 

John Seale drew inspiration from seventeenth-century Dutch artists such as Vermeer 

and Rembrandt, when staging and lighting scenes for the movie. The influence of 

Dutch Masters seemed appropriate because the movie featured an Amish community in 

Pennsylvania, sometimes known as the ‘Pennsylvania Dutch’ (though their origins are 

German, or Deutsch). The simple, homespun clothing worn by the Amish, including 

hats and bonnets, echoed elements of Dutch portrait and genre paintings.  

Interior spaces, side lighting through windows, and the illumination of faces, are 

repeated motifs in the work of Dutch artist Johannes Vermeer. These elements were 

duplicated by the director and cinematographer in Witness. Placed side-by-side, 

paintings by Vermeer and scenes from Witness show how ‘painterly’ composition and 

lighting can used by the film makers to create an artistic effect (see page 16). 

 

Theories of beauty 

One of the difficulties in evaluating aesthetics is the challenge of defining what makes 

something beautiful. Are impressions of beauty subjective and personal (‘in the eye of 

the beholder’), or are there objective rules and standards that can be applied? Within 

cultural groups there tends to be wide agreement about what is beautiful, which 

suggests that there are rules. But standards can vary across cultures and across time, 

which suggests the rules are not entirely natural or objective, but might be culturally 

and historically specific. 

 Philosophers have developed theories of beauty. One influential strand of thought 

is aestheticism, which rose to prominence in the nineteenth century. Followers of 

aestheticism argued that works of art did not have to serve any social purpose other 

than to exist as art and to give pleasure. They adopted the motto ‘Art for art’s sake.’ 

That motto (in Latin, ars gratia artis), has been part of the MGM studio logo since 

1917, appearing above the famous roaring lion, at the start of many Hollywood movies.  

 Although aestheticism began in France and Germany, it soon spread to England 

and America, where it influenced a wide range of artists and critics. Aestheticism 

argued that works of art were complete, autonomous, organic wholes with intrinsic 

qualities of beauty and truth. Audiences were expected to recognise and appreciate 

these qualities, developing a refined sensitivity that enabled them to discriminate 

between good and bad works of art. More modern, socially-oriented theories, such as 

feminism, Marxism and historicism, argue that meaning and beauty are not intrinsic but 

are the effects of social systems and forces that shape both the works of art themselves 

and the responses of audiences. Such debates continue to the present day.     

 Modern critics of film and TV can take a number of different approaches to 

aesthetics. ‘Natural’ (or 'universal') aesthetics focuses on elements that human beings 

in all cultures seem to find pleasing. These include principles such as imitation, 

symmetry, proportion, shape, colour, and harmony. For example, human beings in all 

cultures seem find pleasure in objects and images that imitate or represent aspects of the 
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real world—such as animal figurines, miniatures, and artworks depicting the natural 

world. Likewise, some shapes (circles, globes, rectangles), and some proportions, seem 

to have almost universal appeal. From this perspective, film can be seen as offering 

images and sounds with ‘natural’ appeal. 

Rhetorical aesthetics considers the use of forms and patterns that convey ideas 

visually, symbolically, verbally or musically. This can include visual symbolism (for 

example, the use of specific colours, or symbols representing the seasons, such as 

falling leaves) and recurring visual motifs (for example, images of darkness or light, or 

images of doors and passageways to represent transitions). In the movie Blade Runner, 

set in a future dystopian city, the power differences between characters are shown 

literally through their physical locations. The elite occupy tall buildings with  

sumptuous private spaces, while the masses live at street level, in grimy, noisy, and 

crowded locations. The aesthetic contrasts convey ideas about power and morality.     

Music and speech can also make use of styles and patterns that are pleasing to the 

ear. The elevated diction of historical characters, or the fast paced delivery of dialogue 

in a 1950s screwball comedy, can be entertaining in its own right. And the musical 

themes that accompany movies are often so pleasing that movie soundtrack recordings 

are sold separately for listeners to enjoy. 

Political aesthetics explores the way stylistic elements in film and television play a 

role in portraying issues of class, race, gender and the like. Early feature films often 

depicted social divisions through visual design—for example, placing labourers and 

slaves in cramped, dark, underground locations, and contrasting these with airy, bright, 

open spaces for the ruling elite. This kind of visual dichotomy can be seen in 

Metropolis (1927) and The Time Machine (1960), and in modern science fiction movies 

such as Oblivion (2013) and Elysium (2013). Political aesthetics also play a role in 

recent television series such as Bridgerton (2020-24), where performers of colour have 

been cast in roles that deliberately reverse the historical relations between white and 

non-white peoples. In productions of this kind, a political point about race relations is 

made partly through aesthetics—depictions of physical beauty and lavish lifestyles that 

directly contradict previous typecasting. Bridgerton has been praised by some for its 

‘progressive’ political aesthetic, and condemned by others as historically inaccurate and 

distorted.   

Discussions of film aesthetics can touch upon any or all of these elements.  

 

 

Activities 

The still images on pages 16 and 17 show how visual aesthetics can vary across films, 

depending upon the subject matter and the choices made by the director and others 

involved in the production. Different elements may contribute to the visual pleasure in 

each film, with different effects.  

 

1. Look closely at images 04, 05 and 06 (page 17), and consider what is visually 

pleasing about each one.  

 

Using the following table, tick those features you think might be significant in 

creating visual appeal.  

 

(Note: Not all of the suggestions will be relevant to these three images. You might 

wish to add others that apply.) 
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Basis of visual appeal… 

Image 

04 05 06 

Scale and scope of the scene     

Level of visual detail     

Actors’ appearance    

Costumes, styling    

Framing and composition    

Lighting    

Camera distance    

Camera angle    

Colour (in original images)    

Other:    

Other:    

 

 

2.  Select a scene from a movie or television show that you consider visually 

appealing, and use the table above to help you identify key elements of the work’s 

visual aesthetics. 

 

 

3.  Build your own list of the most aesthetically appealing movies you have seen. 

Then select one, and write a review that focusses on aesthetics. Identify and 

explain the sources of beauty and pleasure. 

 

 

 To consider: 

• Is it possible for a film or television show to be aesthetically pleasing even if 

the subject matter is unpleasant (for example, a horror movie or war movie)?  

• Is beauty separable from the content and themes, or must the these elements 

always be considered together? 
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Aesthetics refers to the beauty and artistry of a filmed work, 
separate from its content and themes. Movies and television 
shows can create aesthetic appeal through visual composition and 
style, music, performance, dialogue and a range of other elements. 
While a traditional aesthetic analysis tends to ignore factors other 
than beauty and style (an ‘art for art’s sake’ approach) modern 
critics are more likely to treat aesthetics as one strand in a wider 
review. These wider approaches may include natural aesthetics, 
rhetorical aesthetics and political aesthetics.  

 
Related terms 
  
 auteur 
 genre  
 lighting 
 mise en scène 
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AESTHETICS 

Film makers can draw inspiration from arts such as painting, architecture and 

photography when establishing the aesthetics of a shot or scene. 

 

 

 

 

The painting Officer and Laughing Girl, 

by Vermeer, shows his trademark use of 

interiors, with rooms and faces lit from 

the left side, via windows. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

01____ 

 

 

 

 

In the movie Witness, the 

director and cinematographer 

imitate the composition and 

lighting of Vermeer’s work. 

 

 

 

 

  

02____ 

 

 

 
This twin image 

matches details 

from Vermeer’s 

The Lacemaker 

with a character 

pose from Witness. 

 

 
03____ 

 

Soldier and Laughing Girl (1657) and The Lacemaker (1969) [detail].  
Johannes Vermeer. Oil on canvas. Frick Gallery, NY. Wikimedia commons.  

Witness (1985). Dir. P Weir. Paramount. Public domain publicity still and detail.  
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Beauty in film can take many forms. The visuals may be grand and awe inspiring, 

romantically exotic, or touchingly familiar. Each film has its own aesthetic style. 

 

 

      

Intolerance, an early silent movie, 

featured vast settings. This life- 

size mockup of ancient Babylon 

was 100 meters high and held 

thousands of actors on its stairs 

and balconies. 

 

 

 

 

 

04____ 

 

 

 

Movies set in the days of sailing 

ships and piracy—like Captain 

Kidd—use romantic images like 

this one to connote adventure on 

the high seas. 

 

 

 
 

 

05____ 

 

 

 

The romantic thriller 

Charade combines 

scenes of Paris with 

attractive actors and 

stylish costumes to 

please the eye.  

 

 

 

06____ 

 
Intolerance. (1916). Dir. D.W. Griffith. Griffith Productions. 

Captain Kidd. (1945). Dir. R.V. Lee. Borgeaus Productions/United Artists. 
Charade. (1963). Dir. S. Donen. Stanley Donen/Universal Pictures. 

Public domain movies. 
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Apparatus theory 
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Some critics argue that movies and television shows can shape the ideas 
and values of viewers.  
 
Which of the following do you think might play a role in shaping the ideas and 
values of audiences? (Tick your choices.) 
 
 _____ The celebrity status given to actors 

 _____ The economics of the film industry 

 _____ Camerawork and other filming techniques 

 _____ The storyline and themes of a movie  

 _____ The economic structure of the film industry 

 _____ The price of a movie ticket or streaming service 
  

 

 
Apparatus theory argues that cinema and television industries are part of a vast 

ideological ‘machine’ that shapes how viewers think about and interact with the real 

world. The theory links together the content of film texts, the technology of film 

making, the psychology of viewers, and the economic forces that bind them. It aims to 

give a ‘total’ picture of film and its place in society.  

      Apparatus theory developed in the late 1960s and 70s, from the merging of 

psychoanalysis, film theory, and Marxist views of economics and society. The work of 

Jacques Lacan, Louis Althusser and Christian Metz was formative, along with theorists 

who published in the academic journal Screen. Like other theories from that time, 

apparatus theory sought to explain social phenomena in terms of ‘systems’ rather than 

individual human action. Entertainment industries, the mass media, consumer 

production, language, and even individual thought and feeling, were all seen as 

connected in a complex web of influences that set the pattern for people’s daily lives. 

Such ‘totalising’ theories implied that personal freedom was illusory, and that society 

worked like a self-regulating machine, oppressing the majority and favouring a few. 

Key concepts within the theory included ideology, subjectivity and suture.  

In apparatus theory, individual film and television texts were viewed somewhat 

like software for the movie industry machine, shaping the views and values of 

audiences by means of representations. For example, it was argued that feature films 

glorified individuals (movie heroes, and stars) while depicting groups as dangerous 

(gangs and mobs). This, it was argued, encouraged audiences to think of themselves as 

individuals rather than as members of a community, collective or social class. Likewise, 

movies depicted success in material terms (money, possessions, property), encouraging 

audiences to see themselves as consumers. 

These were already familiar socialist arguments about movies; but apparatus theory 

sought to explain how such ideas gained traction in people’s minds. It argued that the 

technology of cinema conveyed values and beliefs through subtle mechanisms such as 

public screenings, collective experience, and the sensory manipulation of sound and 

vision. In the darkened cinema, it was said, sitting beside strangers, our sense of self 
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and mental defences are weakened. The powerful images on screen then become a kind 

of collective dream for the audience. Identifying with a movie’s heroes, we confuse 

their motives and values with our own. This process is helped by specific film making 

techniques, such as the use of subjective camera to tie the audience to a specific 

character’s point of view. Outside the theatre, advertising, merchandise, celebrity news 

and the media work to sustain the illusion that we are heroes in our own film stories.  

 For an example of what this means in practice, consider the classic science fiction 

fantasy Star Wars. In the Star Wars saga, the galaxy is ruled by an evil Empire that uses 

brutality and high-tech weaponry to control and enslave whole planets. The Empire is 

opposed by a motley alliance of Rebels who rely on personal courage, second-hand 

weapons, and a supportive community. From a social or economic perspective, the 

story can be read as a revolutionary struggle in which the powerless rise up against an 

evil Empire of powerful rulers, high-tech industries, and brutal government.  

 What is interesting about this, it is argued, is that many of the movie’s fans can 

also be seen as relatively powerless people exploited by powerful rulers and big 

businesses. But they don’t rise up in protest after seeing the movie. Instead, they enjoy 

the fantasy of being on the side of the rebels, while the price of their movie ticket is 

actually making the high-tech movie studios fabulously rich and powerful. This might 

seem like a contradiction; but according to apparatus theory, the viewers don’t 

experience it as a contradiction. They experience it as cathartic entertainment. 

 According to the theory, cinema uses a number of techniques to ‘defuse’ the 

contradiction between fantasy and reality. One is the narrative structure of the text 

itself. Although it is a story of rebellion, Star Wars focuses on individual heroes like 

Luke Skywalker and Han Solo. The rebel community is kept in the background. 

Focussing attention on individuals, it is argued, prevents the viewers from imagining 

themselves as potential members of resistance groups. These effects are assisted by 

camerawork that lets viewers share the point of view of heroic figures like Luke 

Skywalker, as he fires the rocket that destroys the death star. The viewer identifies with 

the movie’s hero and shares his individualist values. 

Finally, it is argued, the economic structure of the movie industry also plays a role. 

While the storyline in Star Wars seems to present high technology as ‘bad’, the movie 

studios advertise their own technology as ‘good’. They promote the benefits of digital 

sound, high speed cameras, computer graphics and other high-tech developments. So, 

while movie storylines might value humans over technology, the movies themselves 

have become increasingly reliant on expensive, high-tech industrial processes. 

Apparatus theory argues that movies give viewers an experience that satisfies them on a 

symbolic level while exploiting them in reality. 

Since the late 1990s the influence of apparatus theory has declined. What was once 

considered the strength of the theory soon became its weakness. The idea that all films 

can be explained using one theoretical framework makes it difficult to recognise 

differences between films and film makers, and between viewers. Apparatus theory 

implies that all mainstream films convey the same ‘ruling’ ideology (for example, about 

social class, race, gender roles, consumerism), and that all viewers are fooled by these 

false representations of life. But recent studies of viewing practices and audiences 

have suggested that viewer-responses are more complex and varied than the theory has 

suggested. 
 
 

Activities 

1. Apparatus theory suggests that the technology of cinema influences both individual 

psychology and social relations.   
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Following is a list of things that might count as psychological and social effects of 

film viewing. Tick any that you have personally experienced in response to 

watching a movie in the cinema. 

 

Have you…              Y    N 

- had a physical reaction to events on the screen (e.g. racing heart,      

     sweaty palms, or jumping in fright)? 

- clapped, shouted or cheered spontaneously in response to events      

     on the screen? 

- lost track of time and found yourself wishing you could stay longer?    

- felt emotionally uplifted, or drained, or confused by a movie?     

- bought popcorn, chocolate or other treats to enjoy during a movie?    

- dreamed or daydreamed about characters and events from a movie?    

- bought merchandise associated with a movie you have seen?      

- bought an original soundtrack album for a movie you enjoyed?     

- persuaded someone else to see a movie you enjoyed?       

- written a diary, blog entry, or social media post about a movie?     

- formed friendships based on a shared love of movies?        

- adopted a slogan, motto, or quotation from a movie, as your own?     

 

 How closely do these experiences match the arguments made by apparatus theory? 

 

 

2.  Some feminist scholars have used apparatus theory to study traditional romance 

movies, in an effort to explain why they held appeal for many women.  

 

The following is a summary of a traditional romance storyline, found in movies 

from Pride and Prejudice to Pretty Woman. Read the summary then do the 

activities that follow. 

 

 The Romance: 

• The romantic heroine is attractive but is shown to be too spirited, too 

independent, or too choosy.  

• The romantic hero is strong, independent, handsome but not ready to settle 

down with one woman. He fears being tied down. 

• The woman has beauty on her side; the man has wealth and/or power.  

• The two potential mates eventually part because a) there is a misunder-

standing, or b) circumstances force them apart. 

• Obstacles (e.g., jobs, friends, coincidences) keep them separated. 

• The hero and heroine both learn to compromise, and finally recognise that they 

belong together. 

• An agreeable arrangement emerges, in which each supplies something that the 

other needs or wants (e.g. phsyical intimacy, financial security).  

• The obstacles are overcome. The two admit their love, and they marry. 
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a. Traditionally, romance movies were viewed mainly by women. Given this fact, 

what features would you expect to find in such texts? Tick your choices. 

 

 The story is told from the     The story is told from the 

      heroine’s viewpoint.         hero’s viewpoint? 

 The story emphasises physical   The story emphasises emotion 

     danger and action.           and conversation. 

 There are close-ups of objects    There are close ups of faces 

     and their details.          and their details. 

 

 

b. What features of female psychology might be implied by romance movies? 

(Note: this doesn’t mean they are true.) 

 

 Women are emotional      Women are skilled 

     rather than logical?     at ‘reading’ people? 

 Women are highly verbal?    Women are highly practical? 

 Women desire love     Women desire choice and   

     and protection?         independence? 

 Women focus on the     Women are focused on  

     private and domestic world?       the public and social world? 

 

 

c. What kind of social structure is implied by the traditional romance narrative?  

Tick your choices. 

 

A social structure in which … 

Men are attracted by physical beauty      

Women are attracted by wealth or power     

Women are economically dependent on men     

Men are economically dependent on women     

Monogamous marriage is seen as normal     

Single or non-marital is seen as normal      

Women have part time/casual jobs, men have careers   

Women and men both have demanding careers    

Single men are considered disruptive to society    

Single women are considered a burden  on society   

Children should be raised by married couples    

Marriage and child raising are separate issues    
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3.  According to apparatus theory, romantic movies serve the interests of consumer 

society rather than the interests of women. Which explanation below best supports 

that argument? 

 

a. The nuclear family: The romantic view of love, marriage and family 

promotes the ideal of settling down with a spouse and children in a home of 

one’s own, in contrast to traditional societies where families live in large 

extended groups. Small family units living in individual houses each have to 

buy their own consumer durables (e.g., refrigerators, washing machines), 

while extended families can share such items. The nuclear family therefore 

drives manufacturing.  

 

b. The dating game: The romantic view of courtship favours consumerism. 

Romantic dating and courtship revolves around spending money: on dinners, 

movies, clothing, holidays, rings, gifts, and so on. After the wedding, the 

ultimate purchase is the family home. Compared to traditional societies in 

which a dowry is paid by one family to another, the romantic model leads to 

much more private sector spending. 

 

c. Freedom of choice: The romantic view of love emphasises individual 

freedom to choose one’s partner, in contrast to arranged marriages. It 

promotes the idea that individuals in a democracy are in control of their own 

destinies. This leads people to be more self-centred, and to desire goods, 

services and experiences that will improve the quality of their own lives. 

Such desires encourage consumerism. 

 

To consider: 

Do you find the any of the above arguments convincing?  

Can you think of reasons why female viewers might enjoy romance movies, in 

spite of the criticisms implied by apparatus theory? (For example, as harmless 

fantasy or escapism? Or for biological or evolutionary reasons?)   
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Apparatus theory treats film and television as ideological 
apparatuses that shape the way people think about and interact 
with the real world. It combines elements of psychoanalysis, 
semiotics and Marxism to build a picture of cinema and television 
as part of a complex social system of control. The system includes  
not only the film text and its structure, but also camera techniques, 
viewer psychology, consumer production, and the economics of 
the film industry. The theory has declined in influence due to its 
alleged overreach and newer evidence that real audiences are 
more varied than was assumed.  
 

 
Related terms 
 
 gaze 
 ideology 
 subjectivity 
 suture 
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Audience 
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1. What audience is most likely to enjoy the following films and television 
shows, considering age, income, grouping, and sex? Make your choices from 
the options listed below (for example, a, e, h, j). 

        Age  Income Group Sex 
A sci-fi action-adventure movie         
A late night TV news show         
A mid-evening TV cartoon         
A subtitled ‘art-house’ film          
A music video channel          

 
Age    Income  Grouping  Sex 
a. 13-17  e. low  h. singles   j. male 
b. 18-24  f. medium g. couples  k. female 
c. 25-35  g. high  h. friends   l. any/all 
d. 35-45+     i. families 

 
2. What assumptions did you make about the different audiences? (Did you 
imagine they had particular likes and dislikes? a particular set of values? a 
particular lifestyle?) Are your choices mere guesswork, or stereotyping, or 
something else? 
 
3. How difficult would it be to really find out the following: 
 - the age and income of viewers? 
 - the sex of viewers? 
 - the values and attitudes of viewers? 
 - the personal reactions of viewers to what they watch? 

Which of these do you think might be most important in understanding    
audience reactions to a film or TV show? 

 

 

 
An audience is a definable category of people who watch a movie or television 

program. While a viewer may be a single individual, an audience is always a group. An 

audience may be a group of people watching together (in a cinema, for example) or it 

may be many individuals who can be treated as a group because of some common 

features that they share, such as age, sex, or level of income. In film and TV studies, 

more attention has been paid to audiences rather than single viewers, because film and 

television are mass media, which means they are aimed at large numbers of viewers.  

 Knowing about audiences is important for content creators and also for those who 

study film and television. For creators, understanding who the audience is, what they 

want, how they think and act, and what they are prepared to pay for, is vital to making a 

financially successful film or TV show. For those who study cinema and television, an 

understanding of audiences can provide valuable clues about the meanings and effects 

of a film or television show. It can also help to explain why the codes and conventions 

of visual texts work as they do, and why some texts become more popular than others. 
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Audience study may seem like a fairly simple concept, but in fact it is one of the 

most complex issues in film and television research. Much of what we know (or think 

we know) about audiences is based on guesswork. This is because information about 

audiences is often hard to obtain or hard to interpret—or both. Simply counting the 

numbers of viewers for any film or TV show is difficult enough; but working out what 

viewers are thinking, and how they react to what they see, can be very confusing. Even 

if individual viewers are willing to report what they are thinking and feeling, many 

questions remain: Are these individual viewers typical? Are they telling the truth? Are 

they really aware of their own reactions? Many studies have shown that what viewers 

say and what they do can be two different things. 

 The study of film and TV audiences is not new. One of the earliest attempts to 

understand audience reactions to film was made in 1916 by a German psychologist, 

Hugo Munsterberg. Munsterberg argued that audiences made sense of a film using the 

same psychological processes that they apply to the real world. Audiences treat the film 

world as a kind of alternative reality, he said, and allow themselves to be drawn into it. 

Cinemas help the process by cutting off stimuli from the real world—that is, by 

projecting films in a darkened room that shuts out the sights and sounds of the world 

outside. While modern audience studies paint a more complex picture, Munsterberg’s 

study is still considered a sophisticated description of the cinema experience. 

 

Studying audiences 

There are different ways of thinking about audiences. Each method can provide 

different kinds of information, for different purposes. Three common approaches are 

outlined below. 

 
Target audience:  

 A ‘target’ is a device used to assist aiming – like the round target used in archery. 

The concept of ‘target audience’ is also about aiming. It is the specific group of 

viewers that film makers, TV producers and advertisers hope their show will reach. 

A target audience is usually described in social and economic terms such as age, 

sex, income, and lifestyle. For example, the target audience for a romance movie 

might be ‘16-25 year old females from low to middle income households.’ Because 

different groups of viewers have different interests and values, and different levels 

of disposable income, producers need to understand what each segment of the 

market wants, in order to make a profit. Knowing, for example, that teenage boys 

are more likely to spend money on action movies than historical drama allows 

producers to shape the kind of text these viewers will want. Information about 

target audiences is generally obtained from TV ratings surveys and studies carried 

out by market research companies; but it can also be guessed from the content of a 

text. The reaction of the target audience is so important that most new films and 

TV shows are given a test screening before they are completed, to gain feedback 

from the intended audience.  

 
Projected or imagined audience: 

 Many of our ideas about the meanings in film and television texts, and how 

audiences react to them, are not based on audience studies at all, but on intelligent 

guesses. These guesses are generally guided by two kinds of knowledge. First, 

knowledge about the structure  of film texts; and second, knowledge about human 

beings and their behaviour. When we combine this information, we can imagine or 

‘project’ the likely audience reaction. For example: based on an understanding of 

human psychology, we can assume that a plot which combines danger and mystery 
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will create suspense in the viewer. These guesses or theories about audience 

reactions can be quite general, or very specific. When we say that a film is 

thrilling, or moving, or that it raises complex issues, the statements are based on a 

generalised idea about audiences and their reactions. When we say that a film 

appeals to male viewers, or that it insults women, the statements are based on more 

specific ideas about the psychology or social positions of men and women. The 

work of Hugo Munsterberg (described above) was an early example of such theory.  

 
Real or historical audience: 

 A third way of thinking about audiences is to find out how real flesh-and-blood 

people react to what they watch. Such real audiences are called historical 

audiences, because they are individuals living at a specific time and place, rather 

than theoretical constructions. Research into historical audiences has often focused 

on specific groups, such as teenagers, or women, or particular ethnic groups. Such 

studies involve surveys, questionnaires and personal interviews. Some of these 

studies have produced unexpected findings. For example, a study by J. Shively, of 

Native American Indian viewers, discovered that the native American viewers 

sided with the cowboy heroes in Western movies, not with the ‘Indians.’ Similar 

studies have shown that many female viewers side with the male heroes in films, 

rather than identifying with female characters. This work has led to greater 

understanding of the complex viewing practices that different audiences use when 

they go to a cinema or watch television at home. Research on real historical 

audiences can also be used to test the claims made by theories of film and 

television viewing.  

 

The three ways of looking at audiences, outlined above, often overlap, and many 

studies combine all three elements.  

Using the different approaches can enable researchers to answer important 

questions, such as: Is the intended audience for a film the same as the actual audience? 

Are the meanings intended by film makers and TV producers the same as the meanings 

and ideas that audiences construct while viewing? Do audiences in different times and 

places interpret texts in the same way? This information can also help us to understand 

the role of ideology in film and television texts—that is, how the ideas and values 

represented on screen relate to the ideas and values of the audience and society. 

 

Activities 

1.  Read through the following statements about audiences. Decide if each one is a 

statement about Target Audience (TA), Projected Audience (PA) or Historical 

Audience (HA). (Answers are on page 27.) 

 

a. Of viewers who watched action movies at multiplex cinemas, 67% were in the 

18-29 age group.           ( TA / PA / HA ) 

 

b. The frequent images of scantily clad women in the film will have great appeal 

for young male viewers.        ( TA / PA / HA ) 

 

c. The director’s use of subjective camera shots in the murder scene heightens the 

viewer’s sympathy for the young boy.     ( TA / PA / HA ) 

 

d. The advertisements for junk food during the commercial breaks show that the 

series is aimed squarely at teenage viewers.     ( TA / PA / HA ) 
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e. Three women who attended the test screening of the film were ejected after they 

threw soft drink cans at the screen in protest.     ( TA / PA / HA ) 

 

f. Despite the serious intentions of the producers, surveys show that many viewers 

regard the program as an unrealistic and comical.   ( TA / PA / HA ) 

 

 

2. Many statements about films and television shows make assumptions about 

audience reactions—either real or imagined. For example, to say that a horror film 

is ‘thrilling’ implies that viewers will find it thrilling. (Consider: can a film be 

described as ‘thrilling’ if audiences actually find it boring?) 

 

 

Read the following statements and decide whether each one is a description of the 

film text  (D) or an assumption about audience reaction (A). 

 

              D  A 

The director’s latest film is boring.        

The main character is a dentist.         

Low angle shots make a character seem powerful.    

The editing is fast-paced and disorienting.      

The film features gorgeous visuals.        

The film runs for 180 minutes.         

The theme of the film is ‘fear’.         

The strange black shape symbolises death.      

 

 

Look again at those statements that make assumptions about audience responses. 

How could you prove that each statement is true or false? 

 

Acquiring proof Yes No  

By analysing the text itself?    

From a survey of audience numbers, age, and income?    

From personal interviews with viewers?    

Some other way?    

 

 

3.  The judgements people make about films and TV shows often are influenced by 

the presumed or projected audience. For example, the genres enjoyed by women 

(such as romance and melodrama) are often regarded as less serious than the genres 

enjoyed by men (such as political thrillers). Similarly, genres watched by older 

audiences are often more highly regarded than those enjoyed by younger viewers. 

Almost 50% of major Academy Awards, 1930–2000, were for adult drama. 
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a. Try ranking the following text categories from ‘most respected’ (1) to least 

respected’ (10), according to how you think film critics would respond.  

 

  [ ] screwball comedy   [ ] romance   

  [ ] political thriller    [ ] war    

  [ ] action-adventure   [ ] science fiction 

  [ ] adult drama     [ ] ‘gross-out’ comedy   

  [ ] horror/slasher    [ ] melodrama/tearjerker 

   

  

b. Now match each category to its assumed audience. Do any patterns emerge? 

 

a. females under 12   b. males under 12 

c. females 12-24    d. males 12-24 

e. females 25-54    f. males 25-54 

  g. females 55 and over  h. males 55 and over 

 

c. Would your ranking be the same? If not, how would you rank the items? 
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An audience is a definable category of people who watch a film or 
television show. The study of audiences is important because the 
meanings and effects of film and television texts can only be 
explained in terms of the people who actually watch them. 
Audiences can be studied in a variety of ways: according to their 
economic characteristics (such as age, sex, income); according to 
their attitudes, values and ways of viewing; or as members of 
specific social and cultural groups (for example, black male 
viewers). In film and television study, the three main ways of 
thinking about audiences are target audience, projected audience 
and historical audience.  
 

 
Related terms 
 
 acting 
 ideology 
 suture 
 values 
  

 

 
Answers to activity 1: TA, PA, PA, TA, HA, HA. Answers to activity 3. Traditional rankings from critics are 

as follows, but remember that attitudes and judgments change over time. These rankings are not definitive. 

High: adult drama – e,f,g,h; political thriller – e,f,h; war – d,f,h; Medium: romance – c,g,e; science fiction – 
d,f; action-adventure – d,e,f; melodrama/tearjerker – e,g; Low: horror/slasher – d,f; screwball comedy – d,f; 

‘gross-out’ comedy – d. 
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Auteur, auteur theory 
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Do movies and TV shows have authors, in the way that books do?  
 
1. From the following list, pick out the texts you think can be said to have an 
author or authors. (Tick your choices.) 
 

  A paperback novel    A play script 

  A play performance    A popular music album 

  A bronze sculpture    A traditional fairytale 

  An internet FAQ     A committee report 

  An office building    An AI-generated text 
 
2. What criteria influenced your decisions?   

- Individual versus group effort? 
- Named versus unnamed author? 
- Language-based versus non-language-based? 
- Writing versus crafting versus industrial production? 

 
3. With these factors in mind, consider the following questions: 

a. Does a Hollywood film have an author? If so, who is the author? 
b. With regard to authorship, is a movie more like a book, or more like 

the work of a committee? 
c. Does the question of authorship matter? Why? 

 

 

 

 
The term auteur is used as a mark of respect for a film maker–usually a director–

whose movies show a high level of technical and artistic achievement, and a strong 

personal style. The word 'auteur' is French for author. Use of the term is somewhat 

controversial, because it implies that a film can be seen as the product of one person’s 

work and vision, even though it has been produced by a team of artists and technicians. 

 The concept of the director-as-author was developed in the 1950s as a way of 

thinking about films as art. Some early film critics had questioned whether film could 

be classified as art, because a) films were produced by teams of people and not by a 

single artist, b) they relied on complex mechanical and chemical processes rather 

conventional art materials, and c) the stories told in popular movies, such as westerns, 

were (so the critics believed) often simple or formulaic, lacking the originality and 

depth associated with ‘true’ art. 

 In response to these criticisms, a number of French film theorists (including 

Alexandre Astruc, Andre Bazin and Francois Truffaut) developed the idea of the 

director as author (auteur). The director, they argued, uses a camera to ‘write’ the film 

in the way that a novelist uses a pen. In this view, the director’s role in composing and 

sequencing camera shots is more important than the scriptwriter’s storyline, in the 

overall shaping of a film. The guiding hand of the director, they said, unites the 

contributions of the many people involved in the production, and results in a distinctive, 

individual work of art. Auteur theory was a significant influence on the so-called 

French New Wave of directors in the late 1950s and early 60s. Film makers such as 
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Truffaut, and Jean Luc Godard, made names for themselves by making idiosyncratic 

and challenging films that showed a strong personal style. 

 Auteurism became a powerful way of thinking about film, especially the director’s 

role in film making. It shifted attention away from the storyline and onto more ‘filmic’ 

aspects, such as camera techniques and montage, as reference points for analysing and 

judging movies. The auteur theorists praised the work of specific directors such as 

Sergei Eisenstein, Alfred Hitchcock, and Dorothy Arzner. This new focus on the 

director as a creative talent led some film critics to re-evaluate works they had 

previously disregarded. For example, critics began to explore recurring psychological 

themes in the thriller movies of Alfred Hitchcock, grouping the director’s films together 

into a body of work for analysis. Hollywood studios also used the fame of some 

directors as a useful marketing strategy: the name Hitchcock on movie posters would 

attract the director’s fans and could guarantee a good return at the box office.  

 
Arguments against auteur theory 

 The auteur approach to film studies (actually one of the first ‘theories’ of film) 

reached the height of its popularity in the 1960s. It was later attacked, however, from a 

number of standpoints. Many critics have argued that auteurism draws too heavily on 

romantic expressionism—the idea that works of art capture the insight, sensitivity and 

honesty of gifted individuals, whose perception is greater than that of ordinary people. 

For many, this seems like a kind of artistic snobbery. Other criticisms broadly fall into 

one of two categories: practical, or theoretical. 

 The practical objection to auteurism is that we know films are not created by a 

single individual but by a whole team of specialists, including the scriptwriter, director, 

cinematographer, film editor, production designer and many others. Each of these 

specialists plays a role in shaping the final product. Auteur directors are known for 

taking on many roles–some may direct, produce, write and even act in their movies– 

but it is impossible for a director to do everything, especially on a modern big-budget 

motion picture. For this reason, the idea of director-as-auteur must be used with 

caution, since it can hide or obscure the work of other contributors who have helped 

shape the film.  

 Theoretical objections to auteurism focus on the concepts of text and meaning. 

Modern theories of communication suggest that any text has a potential for meaning 

that may be activated in different ways, depending on how it is received by viewers. 

Thus, the meaning of a film text may vary over time, from place to place, and among 

different audience groups. For example, the James Bond film Die Another Day (2002) 

was generally well received by audiences and critics in the West, who saw it as an 

entertaining thriller; but the film was banned by the North Korean government, on the 

grounds that its depiction of North Korean villains amounted to US propaganda. 

Similarly, the infamous movie Plan 9 From Outer Space (1959) was apparently 

intended as a serious sci-fi thriller; but modern audiences laugh out loud at the poor 

scripting, sets and editing. The film has shifted genre from science fiction to comedy. 

Examples like this suggest that a film’s meaning arises from the interplay of viewers, 

text and context. It is not transmitted directly from an author ‘through’ the text to the 

audience. The director’s intention cannot be our guide to a complete reading of the film, 

therefore; it can be only one strand of analysis. 

 Auteurism has also been attacked by critics over gender issues. Women directors 

have rarely been given the same prominence as men, suggesting to some commentators 

that ‘masculine’ styles and interests are over-valued by auteur theorists. For some 

feminist theorists, the whole idea of the director-as-author reveals an unhealthy 

obsession with control and power–an obsession mirrored in the content and style of 
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many mainstream movies (see the entries on feminist theory and the gaze for more 

discussion of this).  

 Despite these objections, auteurism has not died out in film studies. Some aspects 

of the theory are now being re-examined following the decline of structuralism and 

poststructuralism, theories that were highly critical of authorship as a concept. It is 

now widely acknowledged that a focus on the director (and on other significant 

contributors) can be a useful tool of analysis. Interestingly, auteurism has also emerged 

in the medium of television. Successful producers and writers such as David E. Kelley 

(Ally McBeal, The Practice, Boston Legal), David Lynch (Twin Peaks), and Aaron 

Sorkin (The West Wing, Studio 60, The Newsroom) have gained auteur status in a 

medium where production had previously been more-or-less anonymous.  

  
Activities 

The concept of authorship is controversial not only in film study but also in the literary 

world. Authors are often portrayed as creators of texts; but it can also be argued that 

they ‘assemble’ texts out of ideas and materials already available in a culture. 

 

1.  This list names just some of the ‘ingredients’ that contribute to the style of a film. 

For each one, show whether you think this element involves selection by the 

director, from available materials, or creation of something new. Use the 1 to 5 

scale to show a rating for each item, by placing an X in the appropriate box. 

  

Element Selected                          Created 

1 2 3 4 5 

actors      

acting styles, techniques      

camera and lenses      

costumes      

cultural myths (e.g., the hero)      

cultural values (e.g., bravery)      

editing techniques      

film stock and format      

genre conventions      

locations      

plot or storyline      

sets and props      

shooting style      

viewer expectations      

 

 Try adding other film elements to this list. Can you think of any aspects of film 

making that the director has total control over, and which count as original 

creation? 



Film and TV Terms  31   

2.  The following people also contribute to the content and style of a film. Some could  

be considered authors or co-authors, depending on their degree of influence.  

Try ranking the items from 1 (strong influence) to 6 (weak influence). You might 

find it helpful to think of a particular film as you do this task. 

 

 ‘Authorship’ and influence 

[ ]  Storywriter (develops the characters and storyline) 

[ ]  Scriptwriter (adapts the story into scenes and dialogue) 

[ ]  Cinematographer (selects film stock, lenses and establishes the visual style) 

[ ]  Casting agent (chooses the actors who will play the characters) 

[ ]  Lead actors (perform the character roles) 

[ ] Producer (selects the story, hires the director and scriptwriter, oversees the  

          production) 

 

3.  Would your rankings change for a different film? Think of two other films you 

know well, and do the ranking activity for each. 

 

4.  What do these activities suggest about the creative activity involved in film 

making? How true is it to say that a film is the product of one person’s vision? 
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Auteur is a term of recognition or respect applied to film makers—
usually directors—who achieve a high level of creative control in 
the movie industry, and whose film making techniques are 
regarded as distinctive and innovative. The term is somewhat 
controversial because it implies that films reflect the director’s work 
and vision to the exclusion of other contributors. It remains useful, 
however, as a way of classifying or grouping the distinctive body of 
work produced by those film makers whose productions 
demonstrate a particular style, thematic consistency, or cultural 
relevance that is recognisable to audiences and critics.   
 

 
Related terms 
 
 director 
 genre 
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Camera angle 
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1. Imagine taking snapshots of the following items. Which shots would 
require you to aim the camera high? Which would require you to aim low? 
Which could be taken at eye level? (Label your choices with H, L, or EL) 
 

 A tall building    ___   _ 

 A flag flying on a flag pole ___   _ 

 A small child    ___   _ 

 A family photo    ___   _ 

 Your house    ___   _ 

 An important public statue ___   _ 
 
2. Are these camera angles just a necessary part of photographing the 
objects, or do they also convey a particular impression (e.g., by making the 
subject look more important, or less important)?   
 
Would the impression change if you deliberately chose a different angle? 
 

 

 

 
Camera angle is the viewing angle created by the aiming of the camera during filming. 

Whenever we see a person, place or object on screen, we view it from a particular 

angle: from above, or below, or at eye-level. The camera angle (also called shooting 

angle) is part of the camera code. It is one way of using camera settings to control 

what we see on the screen. 

 The camera angle can shape our attitude to the things we see. In everyday speech 

we often associate height and angle with attitude and power. To ‘look down on’ 

someone makes us feel superior. To ‘look up to’ someone is to see them as powerful or 

worthy of respect. To look someone ‘in the eye’ is to be honest. In motion pictures, the 

camera can signal these relations of power by literally looking up or down. Filming a 

character from above (high angle) can make that character seem smaller or less 

significant. Filming from below (low angle) can make a person or object seem 

important or threatening. Examples of such camera placements, and the resulting 

images, can be seen in stills from the movie God’s Little Acre, on page 36. 

 The most common ways of using camera angle have become established 

conventions, which means they are familiar to viewers and easily understood. The main 

conventions and effects are listed below. 

 
Eye level camera:  

 In eye-level shots, the camera views actors or scenes from a ‘neutral’ position that 

is roughly level with the height of the actors’ faces. The camera seems to show 

things as we would see them if we were standing in the scene. In crowd scenes, for 

example, eye-level camerawork can make the viewer feel that he or she is a 

bystander at the scene, or part of the action within the crowd. 
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High angle camera:  

 In high angle shots, the camera looks down onto the scene. This can create the 

impression that that we are viewing the action from a position of power or 

authority. It may make characters in the scene appear smaller or more vulnerable, 

and it can appear to slow down the action.  

 
Low angle camera:  

 In low angle shots, the camera looks up at a character or object. This can create the 

impression that the character or object is ‘towering’ over the viewer, making it 

appear powerful or significant. From this angle, movement often seems more rapid.  

 
Bird’s eye camera:  

 The bird’s eye shot is unusual. The camera looks directly down on the scene from 

above, so that characters and objects are seen as if on a map. This kind of shot 

often makes the people and action seem distant. It removes any eye contact 

between the characters and the viewer and so may reduce the emotional impact of a 

scene, making it seem abstract.    

 
Canted camera:  

 Canting the camera means rolling it to the side (like tilting your head). A canted 

camera makes things look skewed and unbalanced. This rarely used technique has 

the effect of disorienting the viewer, and is often used to create a surreal effect. It is 

sometimes called Dutch Angle in the film industry. 

 

As with all conventions, directors and photographers sometimes break these familiar 

rules for special purposes.  

 

 

Activities 

A single film sequence often contains a mix of shots using different angles. In God’s 

Little Acre (1958), a father and his sons frantically dig holes on their farm in Georgia, 

during the Great Depression, in a pointless search for gold. The obsessive digging has 

created tensions in the family between two brothers, their father, and one man’s wife. 

 

1. Images from God’s Little Acre, on page 36, show the use of camera angle to shape 

the viewer’s response to characters and events. What effects do the chosen camera 

angles have? Tick your choices.  

 

 Shots #07 and 08: High angle 

   The men in the hole are presented as powerful and dynamic. 

 The men in the hole are presented in a neutral fashion. 

 The men in the hole appear distant from us and weakened. 

 

Shot# 09: Eye Level 

 The viewer is drawn into the scene with the men. 

 The viewer is given a neutral perspective on the men. 

 The viewer is distanced from the men. 



34   Film and TV Terms 

Shot# 10: Low angle 

 The woman is made to appear significant and dominant. 

 The woman is presented in a neutral fashion.  

 The woman is diminished and made to appear weakened. 

 

2.  The female character is an important figure in the movie—though she is not 

directly involved in the action. Shot #10 places her outside the hole and above the 

three men, with sky and trees behind her. What ideas might be implied by the 

composition and angle of the shot?  Tick your choices. 

 

Shot #10 implies that… 

 the woman is morally superior to the men. 

 the woman is associated with the sky rather than earth. 

 the woman is contemptuous of the men. 

 the woman is angelic and virtuous. 

 the woman is unattainable and out of reach. 

 the woman is a temptress. 

 the woman is innocent and vulnerable. 

 the woman seems out of place and does not belong. 

 

 How much of the meaning in this scene can be attributed to the camera angles? 

  

3.  To practise identifying camera angles, look through this book and see if you can 

find further examples of the following. Record the image and page numbers below.  

 

 

 High camera angle  (HA) Image#: [  ] Page#: [  ] 

 Eye level camera  (EL)  Image#: [  ] Page#: [  ] 

 Low camera angle (LA) Image#: [  ] Page#: [  ] 

 Bird’s eye angle  (BE)  Image#: [  ] Page#: [  ] 

 Canted camera  (C)   Image#: [  ] Page#: [  ] 
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Camera angle refers to filming a scene from below, at eye level, 
or from above the subject being filmed. When we watch a movie, 
the angle chosen by the director can make us feel that we are 
above the action, below it, or participating in it. Camera angle can 
also be used to signal the relations of power and authority 
between characters (we ‘look up to’ some characters and ‘look 
down on’ others). Different angles can introduce different ideas 
and emotions into a scene.   
 

 
Related terms 
 
 camera code 
 camera distance 
 camera movement 
 shot 
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CAMERA ANGLE 

 

 From God’s Little Acre. 

 

An establishing shot shows men in a deep  

hole, with a farmhouse in the background. 

 

 

 

07____ 

 

 

This high angle shot puts viewers in a 

position to look down on the men in the hole. 

 

 

 

 

08____ 

 

 

An eye-level shot places us inside the hole 

with the men as tensions rise. 

 

 

 

09____ 

 

 

 

This low angle shot shows the wife of one 

man looking down at the three men. 

 

 

 

10____ 

 
 From The Stranger on the Third Floor. 

 

 

A canted (tilted) camera angle, along with 

stark lighting and shadow, creates a 

disorienting dreamlike image. 
 
 

 

11____ 
 

 

God’s Little Acre. (1958). Dir. A. Mann. Security Pictures/United Artists. 
The Stranger on the Third Floor. (1940). Dir. B. Ingster. RKO Pictures.    

Public domain images. 
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Camera distance 
 

  
  
T

o
 g

e
t 

y
o

u
 t

h
in

k
in

g
 

 

 
In everyday life, there are unwritten social rules that tell us how close we 
should stand to family, friends, or strangers.  
 
1. How far would you stand from the following people during a conversation? 
Number the list from 1 (closest) to 8 (farthest) 
 

         Teacher                 Parent 

          Principal                 Brother/sister 

          Stranger in the street             Best friend 

          Girlfriend/boyfriend/partner             Enemy 
 
2. Can you suggest three factors these rules are based on? 
 
 _________________________________ 

 _________________________________ 

 _________________________________ 
 
3. Are your feelings towards people stronger when they are close, or when 
they are further away? Why? 
 
4. How might film makers use this information to control your response to 
characters on the screen? 
 

 

 

 

 
Camera distance refers to how near or far the camera appears to be from the people or 

objects captured on film. The impression of distance is created by the physical 

placement of the camera during filming, and by the choice of lenses used. It results in 

viewers feeling that they are physically close to, or far from, the action. Distance is one 

part of the camera code in feature film.   

 The apparent distance of objects and characters can shape our reaction to the things 

we see on screen. That is because film and television images duplicate some aspects of 

human vision and social experience. In everyday life, we interact with other people 

using a social code of distance, sometimes called a proxemic code (which means a code 

of proximity, or closeness). For example, we stand close to friends when we talk, but 

stand further away from strangers. We rarely hold our faces close to other people 

except in times of great emotion (such as love or aggression). We get up close to 

inspect objects that interest us, but keep our distance from objects that frighten or 

disgust us. In motion pictures this same social code of distance is used to guide our 

response to people and events. 

 The most common ways of using distance have become established conventions, 

which means they are familiar to viewers and easily understood. Some of the common 

distances and their effects are listed below. 
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Extreme close up (ECU):  

 The extreme close up (also called a detail shot) closes in on one part of an object 

so that it fills the whole screen. For example, an eye, the barrel of a gun, or a word 

on a page. This kind of shot conveys detail and suggests significance. It also 

implies that we (the viewer) are interested in the object, or should pay attention to 

it. Extreme close ups can invite us to interpret the item as a symbol (for example, 

the magnified eye as a symbol of selfhood in Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner). 

 
Close up (CU):  

 The close up shot is roughly a viewing distance that would show a human face 

filling the screen. The close up seems to bring us physically near to the person or 

object, and this invites us to have an emotional response. In a close up, we can see 

the signs of emotion on a person’s face (smiles, tears), and we can ‘read’ these 

signs in the same way that we read them in real life. Depending on the 

circumstance, we may sympathise with the character or be repelled by them.  

 
Medium shot (MS):  

 The medium shot is roughly the viewing distance that would show a person from 

the waist up, or would allow two people to be shown onscreen at the same time 

(called a two shot). This distance is convenient for showing conversations or 

actions. The medium shot can seem emotionally neutral, because it reflects the 

distance we use in polite public conversation with others. It can also place viewers 

‘in’ the action with a group of characters, however, drawing us into the group and  

sharing in their emotional state.   

 
Long shot (LS): 

 The long shot is roughly the viewing distance that would show a person in full 

length onscreen (head-to-toe). This distance shows characters as part of a setting, 

and is often used in scenes that develop the narrative or storyline. Long shots do 

not normally encourage emotional reactions in the way that close-ups do. In a long 

shot the viewer often is invited to react to the situation rather than to the character, 

which explains why long shots can be effective for comical situations.  

 
Extreme long shot (ELS): 

 The extreme long shot is used for presenting scenery or for showing characters at a 

great distance. Characters seen in long shot often appear as part of the environment 

(for example, crowds in a city). Extreme long shots often serve as establishing 

shots that show where the action in a scene is taking place.  

 

A range of camera distances, and variations in depth of field, can be seen in stills from 

the movie Detour (1945), on page 40. They show how a director can shape the 

presentation of character and story, and control the viewer’s attention, through 

camerawork.   

Different film and TV genres often have preferred shot distances, which they use to 

achieve specific effects. For example, dramas and melodramas (such as daytime soap 

operas) often use close-ups of faces to emphasise characters’ emotions and to draw the 

viewer in to the relationships shown on screen. Comedies and action movies use more 

medium and long shots to create distance, inviting viewers to laugh at situations or 

enjoy the action, without feeling much sympathy or empathy for the people involved.  

 As with all conventions, directors and photographers can break these familiar rules 

to achieve an effect. For example, a comedy may show a close-up of a character’s 
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discomfort in a particular situation to encourage laughter. Horror movies, on the other 

hand, often show close ups of things we would prefer not to see; while mystery films 

often keep at a distance the very things that we are curious to see close up. 

 

Distance and focus 

The effects of distance can also be related to focus. In any camera shot, some parts of 

the image may be in sharp focus, while others may be out of focus, or blurred. The 

amount of distance that is in sharp focus is called the depth of field. If objects close to 

the camera and also those far away are in focus, the viewer can choose which elements 

to look at. This is called deep focus. If only one object is in sharp focus, and everything 

in front of and behind it is blurred, the viewer has no choice but to pay attention to the 

part that is in focus. This is called shallow depth of field, or shallow focus. 

 Some early film theorists, such as the French critic Andre Bazin, have argued that 

deep focus should be preferred because it presents the complete picture and gives the 

viewer greater freedom to explore the detail in a scene. Others, such as Soviet film 

maker Sergei Eisenstein, and German theorist Rudolf Arnheim, argued that the film 

maker’s task is to direct the attention of the viewer in order to convey a specific idea. 

At different times, both approaches have been fashionable among film makers, and 

many movies make use of one or the other technique in ways that best serve the overall 

impact of the film. 

 

 

Activities 

Camera distance and focus are used to direct viewer attention in ways that convey 

information and shape our response to characters and events. 

 

1.  In the noir classic, Detour (1948), the main character, Al Roberts, is a musician 

who has given up his job and fallen on hard times while searching for his lost love.  

 

On page 40 are five images from the film. Study the images and brief descriptions, 

then record which shots have the following effects. 

  

 

Which image… Number Distance Focus 

implies a backstory for the character?    

invites the viewer to empathise?    

presents neutral scene?    

strongly directs the viewer’s attention?    

emphasises character?    

emphasises setting?    

emphasises communication?    

 

 

  (Use ELS, LS, MS, CU, ECU for distance, and DF or SF for focus.) 
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To consider: 
 

• How well do your findings in this activity match what you have learned about 

distance and focus? 

• Do the images appear to follow the conventions or break them? 

 

 

2.  Look through the other images in this book and see if you can find additional 

examples of distance and focus. Write the image numbers and page references 

below. 

 

  Camera distance and focus 

 

Extreme close up: Image#: [  ]    Page#: [       ]  
  

Close up: Image#: [  ]    Page#: [       ] 
  

Medium shot: Image#: [  ]    Page#: [       ] 
  

Long shot: Image#: [  ]    Page#: [       ] 
  

Extreme long shot: Image#: [  ]    Page#: [       ] 
  

Deep focus: Image#: [  ]    Page#: [       ] 
  

Shallow focus: Image#: [  ]    Page#: [       ] 
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Camera distance refers to how far away characters and objects in 
a film appear to be from the observer (the camera or viewer). 
Camera distance is achieved through physical placement of the 
camera during filming, and through the use of different lenses.  
Different shooting distances can have different effects. The closer 
a person or thing seems to be, the more it dominates the screen, 
and the more detail viewers can see. Viewers may react to 
character in close up, and react to situation in long shot. The 
effects of shot distance are also influenced by the use of deep or 
shallow focus. 
 

 
Related terms 
 
 camera angle 
 camera code 
 camera movement 
 cut 
 shot  
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CAMERA DISTANCE AND FOCUS 

 

 

In Detour, a close up with shallow focus paints a 

picture of Al Roberts’ despair, and draws the 

viewer in to his world.  

 

 

 

12____ 

 

 

 

A detail shot of the jukebox in a diner tells 

viewers to pay attention to the song that is 

playing. It is a clue to the character and story. 

 

 

 

13____ 

 

 

A medium shot of Roberts and his strange 

passenger sets the scene for a conflict. 

 

 

 

 

 

14____ 

 

 

Sharp focus on the woman’s face, with the 

foreground and background blurred, tells the 

viewer that she is now in control. 

 

 

 

15____ 

 

 

 Deep focus in this shot lets the viewer register 

details in the foreground, middle distance and 

background. It establishes location and action. 

 
 
 

16____ 

 
Detour. (1945). Dir. E.G. Ulmer. Producers Releasing Corp. Public domain.



 
 
 
 
 
 

This is a preview extract from Film and TV Terms. 
 
  

If you find the content useful, please consider  
purchasing the book. 

 
 

Available from Amazon.com.au. 
RRP $29.00 AU 

 
 

Further details at www.moonwellpress.com.au. 
 
 
 

Printing is disabled on this pdf. 
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Full alphabetical index 
 
Boldface indicates a key concept entry. 

 

180-degree rule, 234 
30-degree rule, 234 
absent field, and suture, 216 
absolutism, and history, 118 
Academy (of Motion Picture Arts), 234 
Acting, 2; method, 3 
action genre, 106 
actuality, in documentary, 64 
adaptation and medium, 7 
adaptation, 234 
Adaptation, 6 
- faithful/loose adaptation, 7 
Adler, S., 3 
ADR (Automated Dialogue Recording), 234 
Aesthetics, 12 
- natural, 13 
- political, 14 
- rhetorical 14 
aesthetic viewing practice, 229 
aestheticism, and humanism 134 
affective viewing practice, 229 
AFI (Australian Film Institute), 234 
allusion in film, 142 
anamorphic lens, 234 
animation, 234 
Apparatus theory, 18; and 90 
art director, 234 
art film, 234 
artistic merit in film 134 
aspect ratio, 235 
Audience, 23 
- and values, 223 
- historical, 25 
- projected, 24 
- target, 24 
Auteur, auteur theory, 28; and 90 
auteur theory, 90 
- and expressionism, 29 
- and television, 30 
avant-garde, 235 
back lighting, 149 
back lot, 235 
Barthes, R., 103, 206-07 
Baumgarten, M., 222 
beauty in cinema, 13 
belief system, 136 
Berardinelli, J., 120, 222 
best boy, 235 
BFA (British Film Academy), 235 
BFI (British Film Institute), 235 

binary oppositions, 206 
bird’s eye camera, 33 
blue screen, 235 
boom mike, 235 
boom operator, 235 
box office, 235 
bullet time, 235 
call sheet, 190 
cameo, 235 
Camera angle, 32 
camera code, 47 
Camera distance, 35 
Camera movement, 41 
Campion, J., 220-1, 222 
canted camera, 33 
capitalist ideology, 136 
captioning, in documentary, 64 
casting director, 236 
casting, 236 
causality, narrative, 167 
censorship, 113 
CGI (Computer Generated Image), 236 
Cheshire, G., 120 
chiaroscuro lighting, 149 
choreography, 236 
chroma key, 236 
cinema verité, 236 
- and documentary, 65 
- and realism, 185 
Cinemascope, 236 
cinematographer, 236 
cinematography, 236 
clapper, 236 
clapper-loader, 236 
Clarke, D., 121 
classification, film, 115 
- and values, 224 
close up, 36 
closed frame, mise en scène, 155 
Codes and conventions, 46 
cognitive theory, 90 
colour timing, 236 
completion bond, 236 
composer, 236 
composition, 236 
content curve, 194, 237 
continuity, editing 70, 237 
cooking show,109 
courtroom drama, 109 
crawl, 237 
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Critic, Criticism, 53  
- aims of, 53 
- and argument, 53 
- and ethics 54 
cross cutting, 161, 237 
cross promotion, 237 
cue card, 237 
cutting on action, 71 
cutting room, 237 
dailies / rushes, 70 
deep focus, 37, 237 
deep structure, 205 
deferred desire, and shot, 195 
depth of field, 38, 237 
Derrida, J., 207 
desire, and gender, 99 
- in psychoanalysis, 180 
- and suture, 216 
Di Rosso, J., 120 
diegesis, 237 
direct address, in documentary, 65 
Director, Directing, 57; and 238 
director of photography, 147  
director’s cut, 58 
dissolve, 238 
distribution, 238 
Documentary, 63 
Dogme 95, 238 
Dolby noise reduction, 238 
dolly, 42, 238 
dolly grip, 238 
donor, in narrative, 206 
drama documentary, 65 
dramatization, and narrative, 168 
dreams, and cinema 180 
dubbing, 238 
Ebert, R., 222 
editing code, 48 
Editor, Editing, 69, and 238 
Eisenstein, S., 4, 29, 38, 71, 75, 83, 125-6, 161-
2, 244, 247 
empathy, historical, 119 
establishing shot, 238 
ethics, in criticism, 54 
executive producer, 238 
exploitation film, 238 
Expressionism, 74 
- and auteurism, 29 
- and realism, 184 
extended frame, 71 
extra, 239 
eye level camera, 32 
fade, 239 
‘family resemblances’, and genre, 103 
fantasy genre, 106 
fantasy, and realism, 185 
feminism, and representation, 80 

Feminist theory, 80, and 90 
file footage, in documentary, 64 
film camera, invention of, 124 
film d'art movement, 124 
film grammar, 125 
film noir, 106 
- and expressionism, 75 
film projection, invention of, 124 
film stock, 239 
Film theory, 84 
final cut, 58 
fine cut, editing, 70 
first wave feminism, 80 
fish-eye lens, 239 
focus puller, 239 
focus, 239 
Foley artist, 239 
footage, 239 
formalism, and expressionism, 75 
format (cinema), 239 
format (television), 239 
French New Wave, 28, 239 
Freud, S., 179-80, 182  
front projection, 239 
f-stop, 240 
gaffer, 240 
game show, 109 
Gaze, 92 
- camera, 92 
- and knowledge, 92 
- and fantasy, 93 
- in feminist theory 81 
Gender theory, 97 
Genre, 102, and 49 
- social origins of, 103 
German expressionism, 240 
glass shot, 240 
graphics, in documentary, 64 
Greimas, A.J., 206 
Griffith, D.W., 17, 124, 125, 161 
grip, 240 
Hays Code, 113 
helper, in narrative, 206 
high angle camera, 33 
high key lighting, 149 
historical awareness, 118 
historical context, 118 
historical empathy, 119 
historical genre, 106 
Historicism, 118, and 90 
History of film, 123 
Hitchcock, A., 29, 42, 43, 58, 77, 84, 198, 235 
Hollywood, in film history, 125 
homage in film 142, 240 
home and garden show, 110 
horror genre, 107 
human experience, and film 133 
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Humanism, 133, and 90 
hypersignification, 195 
iconic sign, 201 
Ide, W., 120 
ideational montage, 162 
identification, and gender, 99 
ideology, and apparatus 18 
Ideology, 136 
- and realism, 186 
- capitalist, 136 
- ruling, 137 
- socialist, 136 
imagination and film, 134 
independent film, 240 
indexical sign, 201 
interpretation, and narrative, 168 
interpretation, of theme, 219 
interpretive skills, 228 
Intertextuality, 141 
interview, in documentary, 64 
iris, 240 
Italian neo-realism, 240 
jump cut, 161 
jump, 241 
Kael, P., 54 
key grip, 241 
kinematograph, 124 
Kristeva, J., 141 
Kuleshov effect, 126, 200 
Kuleshov, L., 126, 194, 200, 227, 228 
Lacan, J., 18, 180, 216 
Lang, F., 75, 132, 204, 240 
language and subjectivity, 211 
Levi-Strauss, C., 205 
light and colour, 155 
lighting code, 48 
Lighting, 147 
location scouting, 241 
location, 241 
long shot, 36 
low angle camera, 33 
low key, lighting, 149 
Lynch, D., 30, 75, 187, 195,  
manifest/latent content, 180 
Marxist theory, 90 
masculine/feminine, 98 
masking, 241 
master shot, 241 
matte photography, 241 
mediation, and acting, 2 
medical drama, 110 
medium shot, 36 
Melies, G., 41, 108, 124,   
melodrama, 107 
merchandising, 241 
method acting, 3, 241 
Metz, C., 18, 48, 103, 180, 216, 248 

miniature, 241 
Mise en scène, 153 
- and montage, 154 
- photographic, 153 
- physical, 153 
mixing, 242 
Montage, 161 
- and point of view, 162 
- ideational, 162 
- in film history 125 
- narrative, 162 
moral, and theme, 218 
moral clarity, and film 134 
moral inversion, and values, 224 
moral viewing practice, 229 
MPPC (Production Code), 113 
multiple readings, and theme, 219 
Mulvey, L., 81, 216, 248 
Murnau, F.W., 74, 75, 79, 125, 149, 240 
music video, 110 
musical genre, 107 
myth, and ideology, 137 
Narrative, 166 
narrative code, 48 
narrative functions, 206 
narrative montage, 162 
narrative viewing practice, 229 
narrative, and structuralism, 206 
narrator, 167 
narrator, reliable, 167 
narrator, unreliable, 167 
natural sign, 201 
naturalism, and humanism, 134 
negative matching, 242 
negative matching, 70 
negative, 242 
news, 110 
object, in narrative, 206 
objectification/identification, 81 
objective camera, 171 
off-camera, 242 
OFLC, 115 
open frame, and mise en scène, 155 
option, 242 
‘Other’, Othering 175 
out takes, 242 
over cranking, 242 
pan and scan, 242 
pan, camera 42 
Panavision, 242 
performance code, 48 
performing, 2 
persistence of vision, 242 
photography, and cinema, 123 
pixel, 243 
Point of view, 170 
- and montage, 162 
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point of view shot, 171 
- and gaze 93 
- suture, 216 
police drama, 111 
political viewing practice, 229 
polysemy, 200 
positive (film) 243 
Postcolonialism, 174, and 91 
post-production, 243 
Poststructuralism, 205, 207, and 91 
pre-production, 243 
producer, 243 
product placement, 243 
production, 243 
production credits, 243 
propaganda, in documentary, 66 
Propp, V., 206 
props, 243 
proxemic code, 35 
Psychoanalytic theory, 179, and 91 
Pudovkin, V., 71, 75, 125, 126, 161, 244 
queer theory, 91, 98 
quotation in film, 142 
ratings (G,PG,M,R), 115 
Realism, 184 
- and surrealism, 184 
- and fantasy, 185 
- and ideology, 186 
- social, 186 
realism, and mise en scène, 156 
‘reality’ TV, 111 
rear projection, 243 
receiver, in narrative, 206 
reel (film), 243 
re-enactment, in documentary, 64 
relativism, and history, 118 
relevance, narrative, 167 
reliable narrator, 167 
representations, postcolonial 175 
repressed, in psychoanalysis, 180 
reverse shot, and gaze, 93 
reverse shot, and suture, 216 
Riccardi, F., 222 
Ridout, R., 120 
romance genre, 107 
rough cut, editing, 70 
ruling ideology, 137 
Saussure, F., 205 
science fiction, 108 
scopophilia, 180 
score, 243 
screen theory, and feminism 81 
Screenplay, 189 
- assignment, 189 
- commissioned, 189 
- format, 191 
- spec script, 189 

- and call sheet, 190 
- and shooting script, 190 
Scruton, R., 207  
second unit, 244 
second wave feminism, 80 
semiotic theory, 91 
semiotics, 46 
sequence, narrative, 167 
set decorator, 244 
set, 244 
setup, 244 
sex-gender system, 98 
shallow focus, 37 
shoot, 244 
shooting script, 190, 244 
Shot, 193 
- sequence, 194 
- transition, 194 
shot and reverse, 171 
side lighting, 149 
sign and semiotics, 199 
Sign, 199 
- iconic, 201 
- indexical, 201 
- natural, 201 
- symbolic, 201 
signifier, signified, 199 
situation comedy (sitcom), 111 
soap opera, 112 
social realism, 186 
social role, and subjectivity, 211 
socialist ideology, 136 
sound and colour, 126 
sound code, 48 
sound editing, 244 
sound track, 244 
sound, and mise en scène, 155 
sound-on-film, 126 
Soviet montage, 244 
space, and mise en scène, 155 
Spielberg, S., 54, 83, 185 
sports (TV format), 112 
spot lighting, 149 
staging, and mise en scène 153 
stand-in, 244 
Stanislavski, K., 3 
star system, 3, 245 
star, 244 
Steadicam, 245 
stock footage, 245 
story editor, 245 
storyboard, 58, 245 
Strasberg, L., 3 
stroboscope animation, 123 
Structuralism, 205, and 91 
studio, 245 
stunt double, 245 
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subject position, 212 
subject, in narrative, 206 
subjective camera, 171 
subjective camera, and subjectivity, 212 
Subjectivity, 211 
- and ideology, 18 
superimposing, in montage, 161 
surrealism, and expressionism, 75 
surrealism, and realism, 184 
Suture, 215 
symbolic contests, and values, 224 
symbolic sign, 201 
talent scout, 245 
talkie, 245 
target audience, 24 
Technicolor, 245 
telecine, 245 
test screening, 245 
text, context, audience (diagram), 85 
Theme, 218 
third cinema, 175 
three point lighting, 148 
tilt, camera 42 
topic, and theme, 218   
track, camera, 42 
treatment, 246 
two shot, 246 
typecasting, 246 
UFA (Universum Film Aktiengesellschaft), 246 
unconscious, and cinema, 179 
under cranking, 246 
unreliable narrator, 167 
Values, 223 
- and audience, 223 
- and film classification, 224 
- symbolic contests, 224 
Viewing practices, 227 
- natural, 227 
- learned, 227 
- conflicting, 228 
- narrative, affective, aesthetic, political, moral,  
  228   
viewpoint character, 172 
viewpoint, camera 41 
voice over, 64, 246 
war genre, 108 
western genre, 108 
wide screen, 246 
wipe, 246 
working title, 246 
Zinneman, F. 224 
zip pan, 246 
zoom, 43 
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