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To Students

In 1936, the art historian Erwin Panofsky had an
insight into the movies as a form of popular art,
an observation that is more true today than it
was when he wrote it:

If all the serious lyrical poets, composers,
painters and sculptors were forced by law to
stop their activities, a rather small fraction of
the general public would become aware of the
fact and a still smaller faction would seriously
regret it. [f the same thing were to happen with
the movies the social consequences would be
catastrophic.’

Decades later, we would hardly know what to
do without movies. They are a major presence in
our lives, and, like personal computers, perhaps
the most influential product of our technologi-
cal age. In fact, some commentators feel that
movies are too popular, too influential, too much
a part of our lives. Since their invention a little
more than one hundred years ago, movies have
become one of the world’s largest industries and
the most powerful art form of our time.

A source of entertainment that makes us see
beyond the borders of our previous experience,
movies have always possessed powers to amaze,
frighten, and enlighten us. They challenge our

' Erwin Panofsky, “Style and Medium in the Motion Pictures,”
in Film Theory and Criticism: Introductory Readings, ed. Leo
Braudy and Marshall Cohen, 5th ed. (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1999), 280.

senses, emotions, and intellects, pushing us to
say, often passionately, that we love (or hate)
them. Because they arouse our most public and
private feelings—and can overwhelm us by the
magic of their sights and sounds—it’s easy to be
excited by movies. The challenge is to join that
enthusiasm with understanding, to say why we
feel so strongly about particular movies. That is
one reason why this book encourages you to go
beyond movies’ stories, to understand how those
stories are told. Movies are not reality, after all,
only illusions of reality, and (as with most works
of art) their form and content work as an inter-
related system, one that asks us to accept it as a
given rather than as the product of a process.
But as you read this book devoted to looking at
movies—that is, not just passively watching
them, but actively considering the relation of
their form and their content—remember that
there is no one way to look at any film, no one
critical perspective that is inherently better than
another, no one meaning that you can insist on
after a single screening. Indeed, movies are so
diverse in their nature that no one approach
could ever do them justice.

This is not a book on film history, but it
includes relevant historical information and
covers a broad range of movies; not a book on
theory, but it introduces you to some of the most
essential approaches to interpreting movies; not
a book about filmmaking, but one that clearly




and thoroughly explains production processes,
equipment, and techniques; not a book of criti-
cism, but one that shows you how to think and
write about the films you study in your classes.

Everything we see on the movie screen—
everything that engages our senses, emotions,
and minds—results from hundreds of decisions
affecting the interrelation of formal cinematic
elements: narrative, composition, design, cine-
matography, acting, editing, and sound.
Organized around chapters devoted to those
formal elements, this book encourages you to
look at movies with an understanding and appre-
ciation of how filmmakers make the decisions
that help them tell a story and create the foun-
dation for its meaning. After all, in the real life
of the movies, on the screen, it is not historians,
theorists, or critics—important and valuable as
their work is—but filmmakers who continually
shape and revise our understanding and appre-
ciation of film art.

TO STUDENTS

The second century of movie history has just
begun, and, as I write, the entire process of
making, exhibiting, and archiving movies is fast
becoming a digital enterprise. Older films are
being restored in digital versions, new directors
are finding that making movies with digital tech-
nology is faster, more efficient, and less expen-
sive, and those of us who look at movies benefit
from DVDs at home and from the digital pro-
jection and sound systems being installed in the-
aters. As the technology for making movies
continues to evolve, however, the principles of
film art covered in this book remain essentially
the same. The things you learn about these prin-
ciples and the analytical skills you hone as you
read this book will help you look at motion pic-
tures intelligently and perceptively throughout
your life, no matter which medium delivers
those pictures to you.



Preface

Students who read Looking at Movies carefully
and who take advantage of the support materi-
als surrounding the text will finish your course
with a solid grounding in the major principles
of film form, a taste of film history that may spark
their interest in other film courses in your cur-
riculum, and a more perceptive and analytical
eye. To give you a sense of how Looking at
Movies accomplishes these goals, a short descrip-
tion of its main features follows.

PEDAGOGY THAT
DEVELOPS STUDENTS’
ANALYTICAL SKILLS

A good introductory film book needs to help stu-
dents make the transition from natural enjoy-
ment of movies to a critical understanding—
expressed in analytical writing—of movies’ form,
content, and meaning(s). Looking at Movies does
so in the following ways:

e Hundreds of illustrative examples and ana-
lytical readings of film form throughout
the book provide students with concrete
models for their own analytical work.

e Each chapter, excluding chapter 1, ends
with an “Analyzing” section that provides
students with a sample analysis of a single

movie’s (or a few movies’) expression of
the formal principle(s) described in the
chapter.

* “Questions for Analysis” following every
chapter provide students with a checklist
of questions to ask about the movies they
watch in class or on their own.

e Web-based “case studies” (one per chap-
ter) provide more extensive analyses of
seven of the most commonly screened
films.

* A separate chapter on writing about film—
with a complete sample student paper—
helps students put everything they’ve
learned about film form together to pro-
duce solid, analytical writing.

AN EXCEPTIONAL AND
FLEXIBLE ILLUSTRATION
PROGRAM

Looking at Movies was written with one goal in
mind: to prepare students for a lifetime of intel-
ligent and perceptive viewing of motion pic-
tures. Much of that preparation will happen
through words—and so Looking at Movies is
clear, direct, and enjoyable to read. But recog-
nizing the central role played by visuals in the
film studies classroom, Looking at Movies comes




with an illustration program that is both visu-
ally appealing and pedagogically focused.

The main components of the book’s visual
support are:

IN-TEXT ILLUSTRATIONS

The text is accompanied by over 570 illustra-
tions, in color and black and white. Nearly all
the still pictures were “captured” from digital or
analog sources, thus ensuring that the images
directly reflect the textual discussions and the
films from which they're taken. Unlike public-
ity stills, which are attractive as photographs but
almost useless as teaching aids, the captured
stills throughout this book provide visual infor-
mation that will help students learn as they read,
and—because they are reproduced in the aspect
ratio of the original source—will serve as accu-
rate reference points for student analysis.
Throughout the book, the illustrations func-
tion in three ways. Depending on the particular
pedagogical points being raised, still images and
their accompanying captions either correspond to
the text, present material related to the text, or
amplify the text by introducing new information.

FRAME SEQUENCE ANIMATIONS
ON THE WEBSITE

Among many other features, Looking at Movies
online (www.wwnorton.com/web/movies) offers
students a menu of “frame sequence anima-
tions”—still images from particular shots or
scenes, presented as moving sequences.
Although these animations are no substitute for
viewing the movies or clips described, they use-
fully complement the textual descriptions and
give students a shorthand sense of movement
within the frame.

PREFACE

FILM CLIPS ON THE CD-ROM

The enclosed CD-ROM offers students fifteen
full-motion film clips, with sound where appro-
priate, of selected shots or scenes described in
the text. Unencumbered by distracting design
or voiceover (but accompanied by a scrollable
reproduction of the relevant textual discussion),
the clips are presented with the necessary view-
ing software, embedded in the disk for easy use.

These images, animations, and film clips were
chosen from the hundreds of film examples men-
tioned in the book because they come from some
of the most popular movies in the introductory
film classroom. Prior to writing this book, the
author and W. W. Norton collaborated on an
extensive survey of instructors to determine
which films were most frequently screened,
either whole or in part. The resulting list guided
us throughout our work on the book, and the illus-
tration program reflects that guidance. We hope
you find examples here that satisty your teach-
ing needs and that spark your students’ interest
in viewing all these films outside the classroom.

TEXT AND MEDIA THAT
WORK TOGETHER

Looking at Movies is accompanied by two media
ancillaries—a CD-ROM and a companion web-
site. The CD offers a menu of film clips discussed
in the text, and the website offers abundant mate-
rial for student review, interaction, exploration,
and research.

Seventy-five of the captions in the text refer
students to either the website or the accompany-
ing CD-ROM. These captions are clearly signaled
by a solid black background and one of three icons:



refers students to the website for more
information on the topic discussed in

the caption. Students will also find a
list of web modules inside the book’s back cover.

sends students to the website to view
- an animated sequence of frames from

a particular shot or scene. Students
will also find a list of the sequences inside the
book’s front cover.

refers students to the CD-ROM to view
a short film clip of a shot or scene.
Students will also find a list of the
clips inside the book’s front cover.

CHAPTER-BY-CHAPTER
REVIEW MATERIALS ON
THE WEBSITE REINFORCE
STUDENTS' LEARNING:

e “Learning objectives” online summarize
each chapter’s key themes.

e Over 250 self-quiz questions test students’
retention of core concepts.

e An extensive timeline for each chapter high-
lights significant events in film history that
intersect with the subject of the chapter.

A RESPONSIBLE
INTEGRATION OF FILM
HISTORY, FILM THEORY,
AND FILM PRODUCTION

Looking at Movies is primarily focused on teach-
ing the fundamentals of film form and on build-

ing students’ analytical skills, but it also offers
useful information about film history, film
theory, and film production in a natural, unob-
trusive way—at a level of sophistication and
detail appropriate for an introductory-level
course.

¢ Each chapter offers a synopsis of the his-
torical development of the formal principle
covered in the chapter.

e Most chapters offer basic information
about the technology and personnel
involved in the production of each of the
major formal components of movies.

¢ Fundamental film theories are described
in briefin chapter 8, “Writing about
Movies.”

¢ Anappendix sketches a brief history of the
Hollywood studio system and the inde-
pendent production system that grew out
of it.

ANCILLARIES FOR
INSTRUCTORS

TEST-ITEM FILE

The test-item file for Looking at Movies offers
nearly five hundred multiple-choice questions,
delivered with Chariot™ software to ensure that
tests are easy to generate.

NORTON RESOURCE LIBRARY

Class-management resources that are compati-
ble with Web-CT and Blackboard software are
available upon request. Ask your local repre-
sentative for details.

PREFACE
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