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Movies and Meaning provides a comprehensive introduction to the motion picture
medium. The text is organized around three basic questions: How do movies express
meanings? How do viewers understand those meanings? How does cinema function
globally as an art and a business?

Most introductory film textbooks concentrate on the first question and tend to
minimize or disregard the other two questions. A special feature of this book is the
attention that it gives to the ways that viewers understand and interpret the elements
of film structure and the attention that it gives to cinema as a global business as well
as an art. To fully understand the medium of cinema, the reader needs to know what
filmmakers do with the tools of their craft, how viewers respond to the designs those
tools create, and how the art and business of film are interrelated. Film is an art form,
but it is also a business enterprise. These two domains are not separate; they map onto
each other, and knowing one requires knowledge of the other.

These three core questions frame the essential attributes of cinema. The first
question—How do movies express meaning?—asks what filmmakers do and how they
do it. The basic tools of filmmaking include cinematography, production design, the
actors’ performance, editing, sound design, and narrative structure. Each of these
areas contributes to the organizing design of a film, and, by manipulating these tools,
filmmakers are able to express a range of meanings.

To look only at what filmmakers do to create meaning, though, is to leave out a
crucial part of the picture. One also needs to know what viewers do with the movies
they watch because, without viewers, there are no meanings in film. The medium of
cinema depends on a contract between filmmaker and viewer. Together, they co-cre-
ate the film experience.

Thus, the second core question—How do viewers understand film?—asks what
viewers do when watching movies. How do viewers interpret the audiovisual designs
that filmmakers have created? How do filmmakers anticipate in their work the likely
ways that viewers will react to certain kinds of stories and audiovisual designs? What
makes movies understandable to viewers in the first place? How can filmmakers facil-
itate the viewer’s ability to understand and interpret the images and sounds on screen?
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Viewers respond to film, and understand it, by applying significant aspects of their
real-life visual, personal, and social experience as well as their knowledge of motion
picture conventions and style. The upcoming chapters emphasize both aspects of this
response: the mapping of real experience onto the screen and the knowledge of
medium-specific codes and style. This dual response is a function of the medium’s
own duality, its ability to document visual reality and to transform it. These functions
receive special emphasis throughout the chapters because they are fundamental to
much of what the cinema does and how.

The third question—How does cinema operate as an art and business on a global
scale?—asks about the medium’s capacity as a business enterprise and a vehicle of cre-
ative expression. An account that emphasized the cinema only as an art form would
be inadequate and incomplete, and it would fail to grasp some of the medium’s es-
sential features, namely, the remarkable interrelation between art and commerce that
has defined cinema since its inception. Filmmakers today work in a medium that faces
grave economic problems, and these problems are affecting the kinds of films that get
made. Furthermore, commercial filmmaking operates as part of a global communi-
cations industry, which exerts considerable influence on film content and style. At the
same time, the global context carries with it considerable diversity, with filmmakers
representing a range of countries, cultures, and styles. Although these issues of art
and commerce, of cultural diversity and homogenization, are complex, no compre-
hensive examination of the medium should ignore them.

Movies and Meaning focuses on narrative filmmaking, and on fictional narratives
in particular, because this is the most popular and pervasive form of filmmaking, seen
by the largest audiences, and what most people mean when they talk about “the
movies.” Throughout the text, boxes extend the major topics of discussion into more
specialized areas and supplement film examples with brief profiles of major directors.
The reader will gain a more comprehensive understanding of cinema by exploring
these boxed discussions. Each chapter ends with a few suggested readings to direct
the interested reader’s attention to more intensive treatments of basic issues. Bold-
face terms throughout the text designate items defined in the glossary.

| ABOUT THE PHOTOGRAPHS

The photographic illustrations utilize production stills and frame enlargements. An
on-sct photographer makes production stills during the course of a film’s production,
and they only approximate the actual shots and compositions in a film. To exactly re-
produce the actual images that viewers see when watching a film, frame enlargements
must be used. All frame enlargements in the text are labeled as such. The reader will
note that, in general, the production stills look sharper and richer than the frame en-
largements, which tend to be softer and grayer. But for the purposes of teaching,
where an exact reference to a film’s images is necessary, frame enlargements are re-
quired, and they are used here in that context. The reader seeing a frame enlargement
can be confident that, with respect to all matters of camera perspective, she or he is
seeing the exact frame as it appears in the film.
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ABOUT THIS EDITION

For this new edition of Movies and Meaning, 1 have updated the film examples and
photographic illustrations used throughout the text, and I have expanded, or added
to, the discussion of core areas: the history of sound technology; film stock and as-
pect ratio in cinematography; digital production methods used in film editing, sound
design, and special effects, the actor’s performance in relation to issues of depth of
field, lighting, lenses, and visual effects; and the Hong Kong cinema as a relatively
contemporary example of national new wave filmmaking.

At the organizational level, the reader will notice one significant change. The
chapter on narrative is now at the front of the book. Because Movies and Meaning
deals with narrative filmmaking, and because a film begins with a script that formu-
lates a story, it is appropriate to begin the book with an examination of the nature of
narrative in cinema. The discussion of film genres, located elsewhere in the previous
edition, is now situated within the chapter on narrative.

Aside from this change, the book’s plan of discussion proceeds as before. The ini-
tial chapters examine the basic elements of creative design in cinema: narrative, the
camera, cinematography, production design, the actor’s performance, editing, and
sound. Chapter 1 examines the nature of narrative in film. What is narrative, what are
its elements, how do filmmakers organize those elements so as to create a narrative
structure, and how do viewers contribute to the narrative experience?

Chapter 2 explains the concept of film structure and how filmmakers use camera
position, angle, lens, and movement to create visual design and meaning. Chapter 3
extends this discussion of the camera by exploring cinematography, the ways that film-
makers use light, color, and composition, and how viewers interpret those effects.

Chapter 4 examines the areas of production design (this includes costume design,
set design, and the use of mattes and miniature models) and acting, considered in
terms of the unique cinematic characteristics of film performance and how the actor
becomes part of a film’s total visual design.

Chapter 5 examines film editing. What is editing, what are the principles of con-
tinuity editing (the most commonly used system in filmmaking), and what are some
alternatives to continuity editing? How do viewers draw inferences and interpreta-
tions across shots?

Chapter 6 discusses an often overlooked filmmaking tool, sound design. How do
filmmakers design their soundtracks, how do they manipulate sound, and how does
sound combine with images in artistically expressive ways? How do viewers interpret
sound in relation to images?

These six chapters closely examine the basic tools of the filmmaker’s art and how
viewers respond to the audiovisual designs those tools create. The focus of Chapters
7 through 11 expands to cover larger issues of cinematic design, of art and business
in a global context, and of film criticism and theory.

Chapter 7 looks at how films construct different types of “reality” on screen. The
representation of screen reality—the ways movies persuade viewers that what they are
seeing is “real”—varies considerably across different categories of film and involves
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differing kinds of manipulations by filmmakers and assumptions by viewers. Four
basic types of screen reality are explored.

Chapters 8 and 9 examine motion pictures in the global context. Chapter 8 stud-
ies the impact of popular U.S. commercial filmmaking on world markets and the ways
the U.S. industry is organized to compete aggressively in overseas markets. It also
traces the connections between blockbuster films (so important in today’s industry)
and the world market.

Chapter 9 examines international alternatives to Hollywood’s model of popular
commercial moviemaking. These alternatives are discussed in terms of auteur direc-
tors and national, new wave film styles.

Chapters 10 and 11 discuss film criticism and film theory. These areas are the log-
ical end-point of an introduction to film. Chapter 10 explores the nature of film crit-
icism, what it is and what it does, and how film critics construct that criticism. Chapter
11 examines theories about the nature of cinema, surveys the most important theo-
ries, and discusses their strengths and weaknesses.

When readers have finished Movies and Meaning, they will have a comprehensive
understanding of the central issues of film study: (1) how filmmakers achieve their et-
fects; (2) how viewers make sense out of what they see on screen; and (3) how cinema
operates as an art and a business in a global context. Above all, it is the author’s hope
that the reader will finish this book having grown not only wiser about the cinema,
but with greater affection for it, atfection strengthened by knowledge of its secrets.
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Chapter Objectives

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:

explain why a script serves as the foundation
for a film

explain why the storytelling function came
to film early in its history

explain the relationship between narrative
and the mass production of film

explain the three basic elements of narrative

differentiate between story and plot and
explain how filmmakers may creatively
manipulate this distinction

explain the concept of authorship in cinema
and why it is a problematic concept

distinguish between real and implied authors

Key Terms and Concepts

story subjective shot
plot antinarrative

deviant plot structure
the classical Hollywood

story time

narrative causality
explicit causality
implicit causality
suspense

narrative

explain how point of view operates in

film narratives

describe the classical Hollywood narrative
distinguish explicit causality from implicit
causality and explain their different
narrative effects

explain the antinarrative tradition in cinema
describe the viewer’s contribution to narrative
define the nature of film genre

describe the types of stories found in the
major film genres

surprise

point of view
real author
implied author
genre
convention

tories are found in all cultures. Narrative is a universal human activity used for
Scntcrtainmcnt, instruction, and socialization. It is also an essential way that people
think about themselves and their world. To explain how things change, or how they
got to be, people tell stories. Given the universality of narrative, it is not surprising
that cinema, in its popular forms, has been a narrative medium.
Commercial filmmakers use the camera, light, color, sound, and editing to tell sto-
ries. Fiction films are distributed internationally to chains of theaters and video stores
where fans of Westerns, science fiction films, and other genres turn to them for plea-

sure and enrichment.
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The importance of narrative for popular movies cannot be overestimated. What,
then, is narrative, and what are its structural elements in film? This chapter explains
when and why narrative came to the movies, examines some of the basic elements of
narrative structure, and concludes by examining what the viewer contributes to the
experience of narrative.

j STORY AND SCRIPT

Though cinema is an audiovisual medium, it begins with the written word. The ini-
tial step in the production of a film is the completion of a script. Much like a play,
the script tells the story in a scene-by-scene fashion, with dialogue and character in-
teractions written out in detail. The script furnishes the basic structure of story and
dramatic action that filmmakers will transform into picture and sound. There is no
substitute for these attributes at the scripting stage; filmmakers find it difficult to de-
velop them once a production has commenced and is before the cameras. Shekhar
Kapur, the director of Elizabeth (1998), joined that project when the script was in its
third revision, and nothing went before the cameras until the script was in its thir-
teenth draft. The resulting film is uncommonly rich and well designed, in large part
because of its solid, scripted foundation.

The elegance of structure found in such exquisitely told narrative films as Hitch-
cock’s Rear Window and Vertigo originated in outstanding scripts. (For Vertigo, Hitch-
cock went through three screenwriters before he got what he wanted.) Because of the
structural complexity of filmmaking, a great deal about the medium must be preplanned

Wild Things (Columbia TriStar, 1998)

A creative approach to narrative design is among a filmmaker’s most important talents.
During the end credits, this film completely reinvents its narrative by showing the viewer
key scenes that were omitted from carlier sections of the story. As a result, the plot—a
murder mystery—takes on a new set of twists and implications at a point—during the
end credits—where the narrative in most films has officially ended. Frame enlargement.




