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Can we find WORDS in films? This is the question repeatedly being raised in

cinematography for the last one hundred years.

At the very beginning of the cinematography, Sergey Eisenstein, the film master of
the former Soviet Union, once asked a question during a training course for his students:
“How to express VICTORY by three film shots?”” VICTORY is exactly the word here,
and these kinds of questions do occur from time to time in film creations.

Since 1960s, several film theorists such as Christian Metz, Pier Paolo Pasolini and
Umberto Eco have undertaken thoughtful discussions on the topics of Film Semiotics.
But they finally failed to reach the target of finding an acceptable theory of linguistic
units like the theory of linguistic units (words) in natural languages, and the discussions
came to an end with no significant result. The aim of this book is to re-start the inquiry
with some new initiatives. .

In the first two chapters of this work, I will first introduce the past history in
previous research in the field and analyze the First and the Second Film Semiotics.
What we found especially interesting is Metz’s fundamental purpose to explore the
cinematographic language, that is, to find a regulation system in film expressions, which
enables the directors to acquire more freedom in aesthetic creation in film production.
However, the major problem in the field is that, the approaches the theorists advocated
are purely academic without exception. Few of their works seem to be relevant to film
creation practice or the practical need of ordinary audiences’ understanding of films.

Nowadays, in the age of visualization, the need for further research on cinematographic
language is becoming more and more obvious. The research on this topic is significant
in terms of both the theoretic purpose itself and film creation or appreciation practice.
As a faculty member in an institute specialized in film and television, I often give
lectures on creating films and visual programs. Naturally the question came up to me
frequently: Although film production was usually regarded as a free artistic creation
driven by inspiration, is there any possible way to make film creation a more regulative
and therefore more efficient process? And is there any possibility to offer the students
and the film creators with more relevant knowledge and past experience in a limited
time frame during the teaching of cinematography?



On the basis of the aforementioned presumptions, the work focuses on the WORDS
in cinematographic language (it is called SEMEME or linguistic elements in this work).
The next part of the work will be divided into three parts:

The first part starts with a distinction between signal and signification. The Film
Semiotics theories in the past are all based on the notion of signal. Since this approach
was proved full of obstacles, we propose to try another approach, i.e., to focus on
signification instead of signal.

The second part begins with an experiment on film watching and understanding.
This is an empirical study method, trying to test whether the signification (“SEMEME”)
can be found in cinematographic language, and analyzing in linguistic terms what the
SEMEME actually means in cinematographic language. Finally, I will explain why the
sememe occurred in film watching and understanding, employing theoretical resources
from psychology, linguistics, economics, etc.

The third part focuses on the future application of sememe research. It includes an
introduction of a film sememe database and the details about the specifications and
steps for its construction. Taking the sememe such as SURPRISE as an example to
present the practical value of the database and the sememe research in general, it claims
a possible coherence between the sememe research and the extension of human
intelligence as the background of our time.

Similar to the hierarchical structure of the world, the web of language is also
hierarchical: while each node is a mini world which demands full fledged analysis, the web
of language itself constitutes a macro research object. Based on the chapters from one to
nine, the study on SEMEME is of significance and it might be extended in two directions:
firstly, it will be a more meticulous study on the connotation and micro-meaning of
individual words; secondly, it is a holist study of the macro linguistic network constructed
out of the WORDS. A fusion between the two directions might be on the way.

Generally speaking, the sememe research on WORDS in cinematographic language
seems to be specific, however, the theoretical questions it involves are actually quite
diversified. Therefore, this work is not merely an empirical research in general arts, it
puts more emphasis on the theoretical and methodological aspects of the topic.

Key words: cinematographic language, sememe, signification, sememe database
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