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become a regular subject of study in colleges and universities. There

were a few introductory film textbooks available, but they seemed to
us oversimplified and lacking a clear sense of organization. After studying film
since the 1960s and after teaching an introductory course at the University of
Wisconsin—-Madison, we tried to pull together what we’d learned.

We had two purposes. First, we wanted to describe the basic techniques of cin-
ema—mise-en-scene, cinematography, editing, and sound—clearly and thoroughly.
Beyond that, we wanted to do something that earlier books hadn’t tried to do. We
wanted to show students how to understand the overall form, or structure, of a film.
The goal was to analyze whole films, not just isolated scenes. We wanted to show
how the separate techniques of the film medium functioned in the film’s larger
context.

To achieve these aims, we tried to go beyond summarizing what critics and
theorists before us had said. Of course we couldn’t neglect important thinkers. But
the more we studied films, the more we realized that there were many crucial as-
pects of film that had long gone unnoticed. We had to do more than synthesize; we
had to innovate.

Sometimes the survey books that appear early in the history of a discipline pro-
duce original work, and Film Art wound up doing that. For instance, we found that
film editing harbored a range of possibilities that had never been systematically
presented. Similarly, no one had tried to survey the various sorts of overall form
that a film can utilize. At almost every turn, we tried to fill gaps in understanding
and come up with fresh insights into the creative choices that filmmakers had made.

In the thirty years since we began the project, Film Art has undergone several
revisions. We’ve adjusted it to the needs of the educators who have found it useful,
and we’ve tried to accommodate changes in the ways in which films are made and
seen. When the first edition came out in 1979, Betamax videotape was just emerg-
ing as a consumer item. Today, people are watching films on their iPods. Through-
out all these changes, though, the art of cinema hasn’t fundamentally changed.
Internet and digital films use the same basic techniques and formal strategies that
filmmakers have always employed. Likewise, the goal of Film Art has remained the
same: to introduce the reader to the fundamental features of cinema as an art form.

We envision readers of three sorts. First is the interested general reader who
likes movies and wants to know more about them. Second is the student in an in-
troductory film course, for whom Film Art functions as a textbook. Third is the
more advanced student of film, who can find here a convenient outline on film aes-
thetics and suggestions for more specialized work.

Since Film Art first appeared, a number of other introductory texts have been
published. We believe that our book still offers the most comprehensive and sys-
tematic layout of the art of film. It also offers discussions of creative possibilities
that aren’t considered elsewhere. It’s gratifying to us that scholarly works on cin-
ema often cite Film Art as an authoritative and original source on film aesthetics.

We started to write Film Art: An Introduction in 1977, when film had just

Organization of Film Art

One way to organize a book like this would be to survey all contemporary ap-
proaches to film studies, and there’s no shortage of books following that approach.



But we believe that the student wants to know the core features of the film medium
before he or she is introduced to different academic approaches. So Film Art pio-
neered an approach that leads the reader in logical steps through the techniques and
structures that make up the whole film.

Moviegoers become absorbed by films as complete experiences, not fragments.
The approach we’ve chosen emphasizes the film as a whole—made in particular
ways, displaying overall coherence, using concrete techniques of expression, and
existing in history. Our approach breaks down into a series of questions.

How does a film get from the planning stages to the screen? To understand
film as an art, it helps to know how people create a film and get it to audiences. This
question leads to a study in Part One, “Film Art and Filmmaking,” of film produc-
tion, distribution, and exhibition. We can then see how these activities shape the fi-
nal product. Decisions at every stage affect what we seen and hear on the screen.

How does an entire film function? We assume that like all artworks, a film has
a form. It’s made up of parts that relate to one another in specific and deliberate
ways, in order to have an effect on an audience. In Part Two, “Film Form,” we ex-
amine the idea of film form and how it affects us. We also introduce the most fa-
miliar type of form, the narrative.

How do film techniques contribute to film form? Film is a distinct medium,
and every film integrates various techniques$ into its overall form. In Part Three,
“Film Style,” we examine the artistic possibilities of the primary film techniques:
mise-en-scene, cinematography, editing, and sound. A chapter is devoted to each
one, and each chapter ends with an analysis of how these techniques contribute to
a film’s overall form.

How do we classify films? We seldom go to the movies without having some
idea of the kind of film we’ll be seeing. Part Four, “Types of Films,” examines two
principal ways of grouping films. One way is by genre. When we label a film a
science-fiction movie, a horror film, or a musical, we’re using genre categories. We
also usually classify films by some conception of the film’s relation to reality or to
its manner of production. So, besides live-action fiction films, we recognize docu-
mentaries, animated films, and experimental films. These types also exemplify non-
narrative approaches to overall form.

How may we analyze a film critically? Once we have some conception of the
possibilities of the medium, we can go on to analyze specific films. We try to show
techniques of analysis by studying séveral important films in Part Five, “Critical
Analysis of Films.”

How does film art change through history? We conclude our book by sug-
gesting how formal aspects of film have changed in historical contexts. In Part Six,
“Film Art and Film History,” we survey some noteworthy periods and movements in
film history to show how understanding form helps us define films’s larger context.
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Our Approach: Analyzing the Whole Film

Our holistic approach to film resulted from several years of teaching. We wanted
students to see and hear more in the films we studied, but simply providing the lec-
turer’s view wouldn’t help students understand cinema on their own. Ideally, we de-
cided, students should master a tool kit of principles that would help them examine
films. We became convinced that the best way to introduce film’s artistic potential
is to highlight general principles of form and style and to show those principles at
work in particular movies. That is, we emphasized skills. By studying basic con-
cepts of technique and form, students can sharpen their appreciation of any film that
comes their way.

The stress on skills has another consequence. We refer to a great many films,
largely to show the range and variety of cinema. But we know that most readers
won’t have seen, or even heard of, all of them. Because Film Art stresses the im-
portance of conceptual skills, readers don’t have to have seen the films we mention
in order to grasp the general principles. Many other films could be used to make
similar points.

For example, many possibilities of camera movement could be illustrated as
easily with La Ronde or Elephant as with Grand Illusion. To exemplify classical
Hollywood filmmaking, My Darling Clementine could serve as well as North by
Northwest. Although a course syllabus could adhere closely to the series of major
examples used in Film Art, teachers might decide to use a wholly different set of
films. Our book rests not on titles but on concepts.

That said, we do believe that an introduction to any art should balance familiar
examples with unfamiliar ones. If we want to suggest the range of creative possi-
bilities in cinema, we can’t limit ourselves just to recent Hollywood releases. One
of an educator’s tasks is to broaden the horizons and tastes of students, to take them
beyond what they’re accustomed to. Films are powerful and can change the ways
we think and feel, and we benefit from opening ourselves up to them as widely as
possible. So we haven’t hesitated to mention films that lie off the beaten track, com-
ing from the silent era, from other countries, and from experimental traditions.
Many of these films have changed our own lives, and maybe they can change oth-
ers’ lives as well.

Features of Film Art

Frame Enlargements and Captions

A book on film must be heavily illustrated, and most are. Many film books, how-
ever, use production stills—photographs taken during filming. These are shot with
a still camera, almost never placed in the same position as the motion picture cam-
era. The result is a picture that doesn’t correspond to any image in the finished film.
Nearly all of our images from films are frame enlargements—magnified photo-
graphs taken from images on 16mm and 35mm film copies. Film Art contains more
illustrations than any other book in the market, and new to the last edition, all stills
from color films appear in full color. (For more on frame enlargements, see the
“Where to Go from Here” section in Chapter 1.)



“Where to Go from Here” Sections

In the first edition of Film Art, we thought it was important to include a section at
the end of each chapter that would steer readers to other sources, but without the
simple listing of ordinary bibliographies. So our chapter supplements, now called
“Where to Go from Here,” raise issues, provoke discussion, and suggest further
reading and viewing. They also indicate Internet sites and DVD supplements that
illustrate or develop ideas in the chapter.

472 CHAPTER 12 Film Art and Film History

Where to Go from Here

General
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“If you wander unbidden onto a set,
you'll always know the AD because
he or she is the one who'll probably
throw you off. That's the AD yelling,
‘Places!” ‘Quiet on the set!’ Lunch—
one-half hour!’ and ‘That’s a wrap,
people!’ It’s all very ritualistic, like
reveille and taps on a military base,
at once grating and oddly
comforting.”

— Christine Vachon, independent producer, on
assistant directors
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“A Closer Look” Boxes

These boxes relate ideas in the main text to issues in current filmmaking. For
example, computer-generated imagery (CGI) is addressed in a discussion of The
Lord of the Rings.

Marginal Quotes

Throughout the book, quotes from authors, screenwriters, producers, directors, cin-
ematographers, and actors appear in the margin. Whether amusing or insightful, in-
formative or opinionated, these marginal quotes seek to engage students from a
filmmaker’s point of view.

Glossary

Like all art forms, film has specialized terminology, and so we’ve included a glos-
sary. The initial mention of a term in the text is signaled in boldface, which indi-
cates that the glossary provides further information.

New to the Eighth Edition

Reorganized Parts

Parts Three and Four from the previous edition have been switched. The “Types of
Films” chapters on genre and on documentary, experimental, and animated films
now follow the four chapters on film techniques. This change aligns the book’s se-
quence of chapters with how many instructors tell us they use the book. The ad-
vantage of this change is that the film techniques (which many users regard as
central to their courses) come earlier. It also means that the analyses of documen-
tary, experimental, and animated films are now continuous texts rather than being
split between two chapters.



A New Lead-In Section in Chapter 1

This section discusses the issue of film as an art form before launching into the
technology and institutions behind filmmaking. Hitchcock’s classic film Shadow of
a Doubt is showcased as the opening example.

Revised “Where to Go from Here” Sections

Appearing at the end of each chapter, these sections raise issues that provoke class
discussions. They also suggest further reading for research, acting as a biblio-
graphic source for specific issues in the chapter.

David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson’s Blog at
www.davidbordwell.net

David and Kristin will share their ideas and experiences with teachers and students
on their blog. Updated frequently, the blog features film and book reviews, reports
from festivals, and comments that connect ideas in Film Art to the current film
scene in an accessible format.

The McGraw-Hill Film Viewer’s Guide (a booklet with important tips on film
viewing and analysis), which was published as a separate pamphlet for a few edi-
tions, is now being reincorporated into the text as an introduction to the “Sample
Analyses” chapter.

Supplementary Instructional Materials

For the Student

A text-specific tutorial CD-ROM will help clarify and reinforce specific concepts
addressed in the text with the use of film clips (1-2 per chapter), a corresponding
commentary for each film clip, and a quiz for students to take to test their under-
standing of the materials. This CD-ROM is packaged free with all new copies of
Film Art, Eighth Edition.

The student website to accompany Film Art is www.mhhe.com/filmart8. Stu-
dents will find numerous opportunities here to reinforce what they’ve learned from
the text, as well as extend their knowledge. Sample Multiple Choice Quizzes, Es-
say Questions, Internet Exercises, and links tied to each chapter are included.

For the Instructor

All instructor resources can be found at www.mhhe.com/filmart8. For lecture
preparations, the Instructor’s Manual contains chapter outlines, goals for the
chapter, and suggestions for guest lectures, case studies, bibliography, and sugges-
tions for essay assignments and DVD supplements.

For quizzes and tests, you can also find a Password Protected Test Bank
at the book website. This contains sample multiple choice, true/false, and essay
questions.
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