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CHAPTER 3

Classical Hollywood Cinema: Style

FILM FORM AND CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT

Classical Hollywood cinema is a character-centered cinema. Not only are nar-
ratives structured around the goals of individual characters, but basic elements
of film style are also put at the service of character exposition and dramatic
development. Even at the level of setting, the narrative machinery seeks to
maximize its use of the medium—to use it to describe character psychology, to
visualize the goals and desires of characters, and to convey their development
as characters through the action that follows.

Classical Economy:
The Opening Sequence of Shadow of a Doubt

The introductory sequence of Alfred Hitchcock’s Shadow of a Doubt (1943) pro-
vides a perfect example of classical economy and efficiency in character de-
lineation. A series of establishing shots connected by dissolves identifies the
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Undle Charlie Joseph Cotten) lies stretched out on a bed in a rooming house in the opening
sequence of Shadow of a Doubt.

setting of the action as a Jower-class neighborhood in P.hﬂ‘adelpl‘n;, ];\Stabl}f;:
ing shots function to present the sp;xltial ;;aram;te:s ;/;nttllll;rl izvyh;c] " ; (ieeigicts

i f a scene takes place. Here, long shots , ,
?1:‘;21]?1: zsltéogb(;ndoned cars inpthe foreground, establis'h an aura ofl dgc'ade;;:
and decay that dominate our perception of the world into which ‘i de I;ssolveS
bring us, and of the character who occupies the center of that world. gs_lsofad_
(a fluid form of shot transition which involves fad}ng' out on one sfhot V\trh i emi,re
ing in on another) gradually narrow the spectator s field of view from ’ e eSe e
city to a specific block, kids playing ;tick.bagslt the st;fs;tilz é(sasmmg ou

inally a specific window in.that r00m .

thatg(;dl((;jvr}jrfge si’\ot, I’t>he camera looks up f¥0m below at the sgc?lnd—gtotrg
window of the rooming house. Then there is a dissolve to the second- Oﬁjmde
rior. The camera tracks (that is, moves bod-ﬂy) across a room to rivza‘ Qid
Charlie (Joseph Cotten) lying fully dressed in a business suit on a Z l?hi &
day and smoking a cigar. On the nightstand next to him lies a wad of hig

denomination currency; some of the bills have fallen to the floor. There is alsoa |

half-empty whiskey glass.

The landlady enters through the door, pulls down the blinds of the win-

dow, and announces that two men have called, looking for him. The lowering

of the blinds casts shadows on Charlie’s face. Once she has 1ef.t, Unkclle fhﬁlii kk
rises, drinks the whiskey, and angrily throws the empty glass.mto the 'as; thé:
the adjoining bathroom, smashing it. Then he walks to the window, ra.lsiz n‘a‘iﬁk
blinds, and looks out onto the street where the two men stand. In an inter
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monologue in which we hear his thoughts, Charlie challenges the men to prove
that he has done anything wrong, declaring that they have nothing on him.
Finally, Charlie leaves the room, defiantly walks by the men, and subsequently
eludes them in a chase through the surrounding tenements.

The Art of Details

This introductory scene establishes Uncle Charlie as an enigmatic figure. His
clothing and bearing suggest that he is clearly out of place in this lower-class
setting. Yet the money, the whiskey, and his violent reaction to the news that he
is being followed suggest that he belongs in a criminal milieu. The mise-en-
scéne (that is, the staging of the sequence) presents Charlie as a man who is at
the end of his rope. His posture is that of a dead man, a fully dressed corpse
stretched out on a bier in the funeral parlor. The crumpled bills on the floor con-
vey his disregard for money. His depressed state is clearly less a result of ma-
terial wants than of unstated spiritual needs.

Yet there is also something monstrous about him. Charlie rises, like Dracula
from his coffin, when the room is made dark by the landlady’s lowering of the
blinds. His subsequent behavior expresses his potential for violence: when he
gets up, one of the first things he does is to smash his glass by throwing it across
the room into the bathroom sink. At the same time, his actions express tremen-
dous hubris: his internal monologue voices defiance toward his pursuers. At
the end of the scene, he goes out to confront them, behaving like a character in
a Dostoevsky novel who is driven by a desire for such challenges.

At the same time, the sequence epitomizes the narrative economy and effi-
ciency of classical Hollywood cinema. Every detail in the scene serves a pur-
pose, advances the narrative, and gets used up by the conclusion of the scene.
The window is there for the camera to enter at the beginning of the scene, for
the landlady to pull the blinds down on, and for Charlie to raise the blinds on
and look through to see the men outside. The bed is there for Charlie to lie on
and get up from; the nightstand is there to provide a surface on which the
money and the whiskey can be placed. The whiskey glass is there for Charlie to
drink out of, and the bathroom sink is there for him to use to smash the
whiskey glass. The door is there for the landlady to enter and for Charlie to use
when exiting. By the time Uncle Charlie leaves, every prop and every feature of
the room have been used to advance the narrative; the room has been narra-
tively exhausted, so to speak, and it is time to move on to the next space.

MISE-EN-SCENE

Not every Hollywood film is so meticulous in its use of décor and mise-en-
scéne; Citizen Kane, for example, overwhelms the spectator with detail, much of
which never finds its way into the narrative except as atmosphere. But films
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like Shadow of a Doubt reflect the general principles of n;rrztifve gfcg?izrrlr?}z’ g\\zi
i jori films and sets a standard for
informs the majority of Hollywood ! 1 e ely
isi tives meet. Elements of film style are :
a surprising number of natra ne : . R
1 coating of a story that cou
ornamental. They are not the superficia e o
i ical Hollywood style becomes the m Y
a thousand different ways. Classica e mems
] i ized; i ides the formal system that enables the
which narratives are realized; it provides : bles Lo
the narrative. They function to rea
be told. Elements of style serve to shape : : e
i tion to, underline, and point out w
for the audiences. They draw atten , e
i in order to read or understand the scene.
at the audience needs to see or hear in ord '
. In presenting stories on the screen, the cinema relies on %Cfox;s andﬂic“;lsfzszfls
taged in the theater. 1he term -en-
to stage events, much as they are stage . \
scéne§ describes this activity. Mise-en-scene elzlconfxpassesf a variety f}f ttl;;zﬁﬁi
i i f action. These range from pure
categories related to the staging o ; n pur weatrics
i i stume design, the blocking o ,
areas of expression such as set design, cos ' o e,
lighting to purely filmic techniques suc . ’
i e i ition. Strictly speaking, mise-
tance, and composition. y sp )
ment, camera angle, camera dis ce, : king, xmise
& “putti " includes the relation of everything
en-scéne (or “putting on the stage ) in lon O e ng in the
i i t—of actors to the décor; of decor a
shot to everything else in the sho acto or s
to the hghti};g; of actors, décor, and lighting to the camera position; and so
forth. . ' '
In the theater, mise-en-scene serves as a reading (?f the action. Set deczis_lirg:
costume, lighting, and the movement of actors are des}llgneddl?y the. stag:;l ¢ ;Z <
’ -
i in the script to the audiencen a
tor (or producer) to present the ideas in ‘
1ess(pr§digested way. That is, these elements of sta.gecraft, Whlch are us;ced nti
organize the drama, process the action for the audience. Mise-en-scene raad
lates the contents of a scene into the language of ’fhe {:hea’cer,' Producmg are
ing of the action that guides the audience’s attention in specific ways.

THE CAMERA

In the cinema, theatrical mise-en-scene provides a prima;t‘y k'1::1’{61@21‘63‘&3’clo‘/r\xi :fs’i;er
: i reflection of character, as
drama. Costume and set design become a :
in the introduction of Uncle Charlie lying fully 'dressed on a bed e}t mldiiz
in Shadow of a Doubt. Lighting becomes an extension ij the d;a:;ctg}lf‘ s gs‘szhmh
i i The shadow of the blin
logical makeup into the surrounding space. The s . '
fa%ls over Charlie’s face becomes the “shadow” of h}s. doubt, c'onvfeyn;g thfsnc?}xze
cern that creeps over him about the two men waiting .outs‘1de:i or 1}rf; Iln | the
i ene’ ical reading of the action is driven ,
street. The mise-en-scene's theatrica . : :
turn, by means of a variety of uniquely cinematic techmquesfsuchtis car:ilg;a)
it ich i ’ le on and distance from the ac
osition (which includes the camera’s ang  acti
gnd came(:ra movement (which includes pans, tracks, zooms, and combinations

of all three).

Chapter 3 Classical Hollywood Cinema: Style 49

BHEES®

Thus, the low-angle shot of Uncle Charlie from below as he looks out of the
window, coupled with the high-angle shot from above of what he sees (the two
men outside), communicates ideas. The shots function in terms of both their
narrative context and their relation to one another in a system of other shots to
convey a sense of conflict or opposition between his view and physical position
in space and theirs. These two seemingly insignificant shots help to set up the

tense confrontation that follows, when Charlie walks directly toward, then
past, the two men.

Meaning through Context: Camera Angle and Distance

Camera angle and distance become expressive devices as a result of their par-
ticipation in systems of difference. They possess no absolute meaning but
derive their meaning through a relative process that depends on the specific
dramatic context in which they are used and their relation to other possible
angles and distances. Thus, a low-angle shot, in which the camera looks up at
the action, might acquire meaning through a process of association, becoming
identified with a specific character or situation that it is repeatedly used to film.

At the same time, the particular meaning of a low-angle shot derives not
only from the content of the shot but also from the relation of that particular
angle to the other angles used in the film, that is, from its place in a system of
differences. Thus, a particular low-angle shot differs not only from other low-
angle shots (which look up at different angles), but also from eye-level and
high-angle shots, in which the camera looks at the action straight on or from
above, respectively.

It is often tempting to view low- or high-angle shots in somewhat literal
terms as descriptive of the relative power of a character; thus, when the camera
looks up at a character, it (and we) occupy an inferior position in relation to that
character. As a result, our impression of that character’s power or stature is
thereby magnified. Similarly, high-angle shots automatically position view-
ers above the action, giving them a quasi-omniscient, quasi-omnipotent, god’s-
eye view of the action, indicating the relative weakness or inferiority of any
onscreen character. However, this literal interpretation of camera angle proves
to be rather limited, especially when it ignores the context in which the shot
occurs. :

Thus the low-angle shot of Charles Foster Kane (Orson Welles) in Citizen
Kane (1941) as he stands in his deserted campaign headquarters and talks to his
friend Jed Leland (Joseph Cotten) after his defeat in the race for state governor
conveys contradictory ideas. Kane’s power and mystery are suggested in the
camera angle—vyet in losing the election he has just proven how vulnerable he
is. The extremity of the low angle actually captures his powerful powerless-
ness, making it appear as if the character is about to topple over.

“Something similar takes place at the end of Ace in the Hole (1951). The film'’s
central character, a newspaper reporter named Chuck Tatum (Kirk Douglas),
turns the simple rescue of a man trapped in a cave accident into a sensational
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A low-angle shot of Kane (Orson
Welles) and his friend Leland
(Joseph Cotten) after Kane's defeat
at the polls.

Frame enlargement by Kristin Thompson

delays the rescue process in order to further his own

front-page story, then

s a journalist. o ‘
Carej:f?:er tllle man dies, Tatum is fatally wounded by the man’s wife. Back at his

newspaper office, he renounces the fame he has won ’c‘hrough his colverags ?i
the story. As he does so, director Billy Wilder films him in Iz:.n extreme o;/]vojsegof
, i to caricature his excessive
hot. The exaggeration of the angle serves ' g '
&t;he power ofgt%\e press and to look askance at his greed and self-interest; the

shot concludes as Tatum drops dead on the floor, dfaﬂing gight in‘so It?feieia;r;e}rss.
i i dly be understood as a sig

This particular low-angle shot can har:

powelz" rather, it dramatizes the terrible consequences of too much power.

Systematic Meaning: Some Definitions

i i i ing systemati-
e time, camera angle and distance determine meaning _
gﬂth?['}slzr;parﬂcipate in a system of differences that varies from ﬁhr} to fﬂrc;
| Thxi the extreme camera angles and distances employei in i Welk;s :122(’;182;5
= o )
tizen Kane, differ significantly from the more moderate angl
isn(c?;tszzf?und in a film d?rected by Howard Hawks, such as Bringing ,ll;lo Baby
(1938) or His Girl Friday (1940). In Kane, the extremei close}—lup. of Willez : Olfp:haai
“ ’ i ines the importan
the word “rosebud” and then dies under ines i :
}rfoiierf’cs and that word in a way that would be unthinkable in a Hawks film. In

other words, the Welles system depends on exaggeration for effect, while the

Hawks system employs a more subtle variation from shot to shot to drive home

the meaning of its scenes.
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Although camera distance is clearly a relative phenomenon, the terms used
to describe it are more or less fixed. The scale on which the terms rely is that of
the human body (though the content of shots, of course, is not restricted to
human or even animate forms). Thus an extreme close-up presents only a por-
tion of the face—Kane’s mouth in Kane or the gunfighters’ eyes as they face off
against one another in Forty Guns (1957). A close-up frames the entire head,
hand, foot, or other object, such as the shot of the wad of money on the floor in
Shadow of a Doubt or the close-up of Kane’s hand as he drops the glass ball to the
floor in his death scene in Kane.

Medium close-ups give a chest-up view of individuals, as seen in most
sequences in which two characters converse with one another, while medium
shots tend to show the body from the waist up. Shots of characters that frame
them from the knees up are referred to as medium long shots, while long shots
range from full-figure images of characters as well as a bit of the surrounding
space immediately above and below them (such as the first image of Uncle
Charlie lying on the bed), to shots in which the human figure is only a small
part of the overall scene (as in the point-of-view shot in which the two men are
seen waiting in the street below for Charlie). In extreme long shots, the human

body is overwhelmed by the setting in which it is placed, as in countless West-
erns in which distant figures are seen as specks in a larger landscape.

Camera Movement

Camera movement emerges as a powerful element of mise-en-scene that (in
most classical Hollywood films) serves the interests of narrative exposition. The
term “camera movement” encompasses a variety of different formal devices,
including one—the zoom—in which the camera makes no movement whatso-
ever. A zoom involves the use of a special lens that possesses a variety of differ-
ent focal lengths ranging from wide-angle to telephoto. Manipulation of the
lens produces the impression of movement toward or away from objects by
shifting from wide-angle to telephoto focal lengths or vice versa. These shifts
simply enlarge or decrease the apparent size of the image.

Since the camera does not literally move during a zoom shot (unless it is
combined with other camera movements), its sense of movement is illusory.
The famous vertigo effect in Vertigo, when the acrophobic central character,
Scottie, looks down from a height, is achieved by the combined effects of zoom-
ing in and tracking out. This makes the space appear to expand and to contract
at the same time. Zooms, which are frequently used to designate a character’s
subjective point of view or reaction to something, function as a kind of con-
sciousness that surveys, studies, or scrutinizes the drama unfolding before it.

Actual camera movements consist of pans, tracks, and dolly or crane shots.
In a pan, the camera rotates horizontally and/or vertically on its axis. Typically,
it presents a panoramic view of a space by rotating from right to left (or from
left to right) a certain number of degrees to reveal what lies before the camera
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The camera, mounted on a
makeshift crane (center), descends
to photograph the key in Ingrid
Bergman'’s hand in Notorious, as

The Mode of Production

Author’s collection

director Alfred Hitchcock looks on.

ety of directions parall

on either side. At the start of the cattle drive in Red River (1948), ?he catrlnera (g)zigz
180 degrees as the owner of the herd (John Wayne) surveys h;ls éa't e tahr; ! ihe
men (including his adopted son, Montgomery Chft). who V\Q hrl:;e {hem 0
market. The pan not only conveys the enormous size of the ;r , ue e
sets up the contlict between Wayne and Clift that will dominate the res
narrlartl“tfrea.cking shots, the camera moves bodily through space in any of a vari-
el to the floor. To facilitate smooth movement, ’fhe camera
is either mounted on tracks fixed to the ceiling (as'in ’Fhe long tradqu SShO:i ;f
the man’s rendezvous with the woman from the city in tl}e‘swegnpdut\ u:zn OV:
1927) or to the floor. In the majority of instances, however, it 1s affixed to amove—
able camera support, such as a dolly, as seen in the comn'mousi< c'amerarie ¢
ments in Rope (1948). If mounted on a dolly, .the camera can track inava tstgf !
different directions. It can move laterally, either to follow Fhe r}novetr};n o
character walking parallel to it or to explore space in one direction or the zcené
It can move circularly, tracking around a central _sub]ect or observ.mg1 a scee
that is taking place around it from the center of a circle. The camera is also capas
ble of moving circuitously in, out, and around the scene.
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Most typically, the camera tracks in or out on an axis, moving at an angle to
or perpendicularly to the dramatic action. In a crane shot, the camera can not
only move forward, backward, or circuitously on the ground, as in any dolly
shot, but can also rise or descend. The party sequence in Notorious (1946) begins
with a crane shot that descends from an overhead long shot of the ballroom
floor and surrounding staircase to an extreme close-up of an important key
clutched in the hand of the heroine (played by Ingrid Bergman). Like other
camera movements, this crane shot reads the action for the spectator, singling
out a crucial detail that might otherwise have gone unnoticed.

LIGHTING

Though set and costume design remain the most obvious and most forceful ele-
ments of expression among all the techniques of mise-en-scéne, lighting has
played an increasingly important role in the articulation of the meaning of a
particular sequence. For the most part, lighting is a fundamental requirement.
A certain minimal amount of lighting is necessary for the camera to photograph
the contents of any scene. But there is more to lighting than ensuring proper
exposure. Lighting has become a tool for reading the contents of a scene; and

directors of photography carefully build their lighting setups to accomplish
this goal.

Three-Point Lighting

In classical Hollywood cinema, the lighting setup begins with what is called gen-
eral set lighting, which is designed not only to ensure proper exposure but also
to establish overall lighting directionality. Natural or realistic lighting always
establishes (or refers to) the source of the light. In exterior daytime sequences,
light typically comes from above—from the sun. For many interior daytime or
nighttime sequences, the same rule also applies because most interiors are lit
from lighting fixtures located on the ceiling. In these instances, the key or dom-
inant source light comes from above. In other instances, however, the major
illumination for a scene comes from the front, the side, or the rear. Its source is
a table or floor lamp, a fireplace, or a doorway or window through which exte-
rior light comes. These lighting setups are realistically motivated; their source
and direction are determined by the location or setting specified in the script.

The standard lighting setup employed in Hollywood films is called three
point lighting. The three points to which the term refers are dominant sources of
illumination. Most three-point lighting setups involve dozens of actual lights,
not just three, but they are so arranged as to suggest three basic sources or
lights. These lights are known as the key light (or chief directional light sources),
the fill light (or weaker light sources that fill in the shadows cast by the key
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Artist's sketch of the three-point lighting system.

light), and the back light, the minor lights that are used to light the space
between the back of the set and the characters to separate or distinguish them
from the background. In certain situations, lights are also positioned to the sides
or beneath characters to delineate important features. At the same time, a num-
ber of back lights are deployed to create the illusion of depth by lighting vari-
ous levels of the set, curved surfaces of the set, or the shoulders of the characters;

the latter are known as clothes lights.

High-Key/Low-Key Lighting

Three-point lighting can be manipulated to produce a variety of different light-
ing effects. However, most of these effects fall under two basic stylistic cat-
egories. These are either high-key or low-key lighting. The terms “high” and
“low,” unlike their use in connection with camera position, have nothing to do
with the position of the lights. Rather, they describe the ratio of fill light to key

light. In a high-key lighting system, this ratio is high; that is, there is a high
amount of fill light, which washes out shadows cast by the key light. This pro-
duces a more or less brightly lit scene in which light is evenly distributed

throughout the set. This style of lighting is associated with upbeat genres, such :

as comedies and musicals.
In a low-key lighting system, the ratio of fill to key light is low. Shadows

cast by the key light are not fully filled in, producing a shadowy effect and an
uneven distribution of light. This style of lighting is used in conjunction with
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Courtesy of Warner Brothers

The dark side. Lf)w-key lighting engulfs a cynical and embittered Rick (Humphrey Bogart) as he
tries to drown his memories of lisa and Paris in Casablanca.

downbeat genres, such as m i i
\ , SU ysteries, thrillers, and horror films, and with fil
noirs. These conventl.onal associations of different lighting systems with dilffrer;s«
;n; n.aoods are occasionally violated. Billy Wilder, for example, used low-ke
;idt}r;lg t: film a number of comedies, including Love in the Afternoon (195’.7};
. e Apartment (1960). ?{et his appropriation of the low-key style is done
ﬁg :lse;itegi to ma’gzh the bittersweet moods that dominate these films” narra-
o } . s
o i er words, the low-key style retains its darker associations, evenin a
The key light in a Western filmed outdoors i ight i
ors in the daylight is normally th
s?n.IShf;dow's cast by the sun on the faces of actors wearing cgwboy hats arg reg?
;Je 321}71"111'6‘%1' 'llllllwl}tlh 11gl11t from reflectors or lamps positioned on or near ground
. This fill light violates the logic of nature; in dayli i i
; ylit exteriors, light al

Com];s. from.above and never from below. Yet it seems perfectly nat%lral' 1‘:’ ;zz
§sta 1t1)slned 1tsejlf as a convention, which owes its existence to the necessilty that
?(9:;% e as: legible or readable as possible. In fact, Westerns such as Tom Horn
( )1,_w.hlch do not always fill in the shadows under the brims of hats, appear
unrealistic because they do not abide by this timeworn lighting conven’tiox\.
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Courtesy of Warner Brothers

The bright side: High-key lighting distributes the light evenly across the scene, filling in S:?d‘OWSIS
as Rick (Bogart) and llsa (Ingrid Bergman) plan their future together in Casablanca. They'll alway

have Paris.

Star Lighting .
ili j i f lighting styles and conven-
bility plays a major role in the development o : d conven-
gi?\ias;rgn% tg justif}z their violation of the dictates of reahs;n 'im;i dlrgc’ic;r;al
ity. Tl ildi ighti begins with a nonrealistic founda ion—
ity. The building of the llghtlng setup e o (that
i ral illumination that is merely there to secure prope P (tha
Z\sm’:?) gaillfeve literal readability). Over this is laid dlrectlc()inal llglhtﬁg, w}‘xﬁi (:1}51
alisti i is, i is placed star lighting,
listically motivated. On top of this, in turn, is P
fi;;lightsy(or conceals) certain features of the major performers and makes the

expressions on their faces readable. . . . ‘
’ Star lighting singles out the chief figures in a scene by giving thelzl t?(;l;
own special lighting system. Star lighting thus funct;ogs t(t)hgmde thea?(’ce (;rf\ ; o
i tresses whose roles in the scenes -

of the audience to the actors and ac : in the scenes e @
i legate other figures to the literal or figu ' ‘

L At the e ighti heighten the charismatic

time, star lighting serves to nheighte

ground. At the same , light rves o e e faces

i tional lighting casts shado :
resence of certain performers. Direc ‘

gf the minor players, whose faces become mere surfaces that reflect light com

ighti form the
ing from elsewhere. Star lighting, on the other hand, works to transto
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faces of the major performers into apparent sources of light. Since the light on
their faces has no identifiable origin in the scene, it appears to come from
within them—to radiate from them as if they were, indeed, astral bodies or
stars. In other words, every scene in a Hollywood film combines realistic, direc-
tional, motivated lighting with unrealistic star lighting. And audiences never
seem to be bothered by the apparent contradiction.

SOUND

Miking and Mixing

Ablend of the realistic and the unrealistic, similar to star lighting, takes place in
sound recording. Microphones are positioned to pick up sound effects and dia-
logue in a quasi-realistic way; the microphones duplicate, as it were, the gen-
eral position of the camera, recording the sounds of what it sees. However, the
intelligibility (or readability) of dialogue always takes precedence over that of
other sounds in determining actual microphone positions. As a result, the over-
all realism and directionality of sound is combined with star miking. Specially
placed microphones ensure that the words of major performers and crucial
lines of dialogue will be heard, and sound-mixing practices lift them out of the
general hubbub of sounds in the scene.

Sound mixing, which takes place on the set, in a recording studio, or in a
sound-mixing facility, involves the combination of three different categories of
film sound—dialogue, sound effects, and music. Sound mixers combine the
various tracks in order to “hear” the scene for the audience. The hearing of a
scene is the aural equivalent of the reading of the scene—that is, sound
recordists and mixers provide an aural perception of the action. For example,
the sound effects of the noise of an automobile engine might accompany the
introduction of a scene in which two characters converse while riding in a car.
But after establishing the aural atmosphere through the presence of engine
noise, the sound mixer will normally lower these particular sound effects to
make the dialogue more intelligible. The same sort of manipulation will take
place with the music track during dialogue sequences.

The Musical Score

The musical score of a film, which is written by the film’s composer, functions
as a commentary on the action. Music serves to direct the audience’s attention
to specific characters or details, to provide information about the time or place
of the action, or to establish mood. Thus characters are frequently associated
with or identified by specific musical motifs. In Westerns, for example, Indians
are routinely introduced with the familiar % allegretto drumbeat that signifies
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“Tndian territory.” Melodramatic moments are underlir}ed w1t§tmu31lc:i uc;*s
scendos, and the season of the year is cued by appropnatle tra (1-1 10nfa o ,
such as Christmas carols, “Auld Lang Syne” (for New Year. s), and so (znm.ents

Like camera angle, distance, and movement, the musical score tco ments
on the action without the characters’ knowledge. Much as the c}}:aracdel;ss con
(or pretend they cannot) see the camera, SO they cannot hfear t teh un i oot fe
However, they can obviously hear music that emanates from ele sp e o
drama, such as that from radios, record playfers, and mu31§§ msJc uments
played by characters within the ﬁctign. The,xpusmal score ;{rOVé e; zii anoter
level of interpretation of the drama in addition to those already

mise-en-scene.

Sound and Continuity

Sound is a feature of both mise-en-scéne and edit‘ing. Sound§ olcicu.rr:ng Yﬁg
the shot, whether dialogue, sound effects, or 1.'nu31c, axitoma’uca y 1:11 erz; it
one another (as do the visual elements of mise-en-scéne) }“.0 provi \e nbut fve
information. In other words, sound is not only a part of mlse—enj—fceile <0
behaves and functions just as mise-en-scéne does. But 'sound,' o; as a rgise_
nomenon and as an aesthetic category, cannot l?e as easily confn;fe as is mise:
en-scéne to the borders of the frame or the limits of the shot. Offscreen s und
penetrates the borders of the frame. We see characters reacft to unseen V(;lC s or
noises that come from outside the frame. And sound continues osver c(tix esaiﬁn
logue, sound effects, and music extend fro‘rp one shot to the next. ﬁun 1ed Edé
becomes an integral aspect of the film-editing process. Thusf mu}c1 as nedt
tors cut from shot to shot, they also cut from sound to sound; or they use 1

to bridge shots and to make cuts between them less visible.

Musical scoring plays a major rqlg in transporting rsp;ctattohrst igfzgrﬂy
through highly edited sequences by giving them a mel(;ihcd ‘1rlxe u: an e ;};
them over disjunctive edits. In conversation sequences, the 1ahog tpfrom =8
stream of continuous aural information that helps to bridge the cuts rom on
speaker to another. Sound effects are orchestrated to accomp1.1§h a 1s;lrm 237. gnce.

" 1In all of these instances, the flow of the sounc} serves to stabilize t etiu éereen,
to hold them in place across the visual discontinuities that appear on the s .

EDITING FROM SCENE TO SCENE

Classical continuity editing serves a purpose simiI'an.' to ’fhat of smgx(;l edlzgg};
Often referred to as invisible editing, classical editing is designe i)hreaver‘ :
more or less imperceptible the 600 to 800 se]‘p.arate shots t}}at con‘stl’a?te the e
age feature-length film. The goal of this editing strategy 15 to d1sgmse " e tran
sitions from shot to shot, making the film appear tobe a seamless flow of images.
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At the same time, invisible editing provides yet another level of interpretation
of the onscreen action for audiences by singling out details or making connec-
tions from one shot to another. Thus a cut to a close-up proves to be an efficient
and relatively unobstrusive way of conveying important plot- or character-
related information.

Shortly after the title characters in Strangers on a Train (1951) accidentally
meet on a train, the film cuts from a medium shot of one character, Bruno
(Robert Walker), to a close-up of his lobster-patterned tie and his tie clasp. The
unusual pattern of the tie and the tie clasp (which bears his name, Bruno) com-
municate vital aspects of Bruno’s character (his eccentricity and his narcissism),
as well as his name, to the audience. The physical juxtaposition of shots could
be used to express ideas that cannot be conveyed through the more theatrical
means of mise-en-scéne. At the beginning of Modern Times (1936), for example,
Chaplin cut from urban workers entering the subway to a herd of sheep. This
simple shot transition establishes the film’s dominant metaphor—that modern
workers in industrialized society are like sheep.

Transitions

Editing serves as a primary means of organizing the film. On the most basic
level of organization, shots are assembled to create a scene. A shot is an unbro-
ken strip of film made by an uninterrupted running of the camera. A scene is
the film’s smallest dramatic unit; it consists of one or more shots that present an
action that is spatially and temporally continuous; that is, an action taking
place in a single space at a single time. Certain scenes consist of two or more
actions set in two or more spaces and times that are intercut to form a single
complex scene. At a larger level of organization, scenes or groups of scenes are
assembled to create a sequence of scenes, a large segment, or an entire film.
Thus the term “editing” encompasses two different forms of organization—
editing within a scene and editing from scene to scene.

Editing from scene to scene provides the fundamental structure for the film
as a whole. It employs five basic transitional devices—the cut, the fade, the dis-
solve, the iris, and the wipe. The cut is a simple break where two shots are
joined together. The fade involves the gradual darkening of the image until it
becomes black (the fade-out) or the gradual brightening of a darkened image
until it becomes visible and achieves its proper brightness (the fade-in). The
dissolve is achieved by simultaneously fading out on one shot while fading in
on the next so that the first shot gradually disappears as the second gradually
becomes visible; during the middle of the dissolve, the two shots will briefly be
superimposed.

Though rare in contemporary cinema, the iris-in or iris-out serves as a
major transition in the silent cinema; an adjustable diaphragm or iris in the
camera or a movable mask placed over the camera lens will gradually open, in
an iris-in, to reveal more and more image within an expanding, geometrically
shaped frame. Or it will gradually close down, in an iris-out, to narrow the field
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of view, which is surrounded by more and more blackness. The wipe, which
has also become something of a dated device, is a transition in which the sec-
ond shot appears to wipe the first shot off the screen.

Cuts figure significantly in both editing from scene to scene and editing
within scenes. The other transitions, however, are generally used to signify shifts
from scene to scene. The fade, like the lowering or raising of the lights between
scenes or acts in the theater, marks a change in time or place. The iris functions
like the opening or closing of a theater curtain to designate major transitions.
However, the dissolve and the wipe, which communicate similar information,
provide a more fluid, less discrete marking of temporal or spatial change.

Editing and Narrative Structure

Editing from scene to scene provides structure for the narrative in a variety of
ways. Scenes can be organized in a purely linear fashion, as seen in the journey
structure of Some Like It Hot (1959) analyzed in the previous chapter. Or they
can be narratively linear and structurally circular or symmetrical, as seen in the
seven-part, A-B-C-D-C-B-A pattern found in The Gold Rush (1925). Or they can
be organized into a flashback structure, as in Citizen Kane (1941), which com-
mences with Kane’s death at his mansion, Xanadu; reviews his life through five
flashback interviews with his friends, associates, former wife, and butler; and
concludes, roughly a week after the film began, with a return to Xanadu, where
the mystery of “rosebud” is solved. Yet again, films can be organized around an
alternating pattern that interweaves two or more story lines, as in D. W. Grif-
fith’s Intolerance (1916), which cuts back and forth from stories of social intoler-
ance set in four different periods of history, ot around the dovetailed pattern of
successive stories, such as Jim Jarmusch’s Mystery Train (1989), in which three
separate plots unfold over the course of a single evening in a Memphis hotel.
Crosscutting or parallel editing provides the structural backbone of count-
Jess Hollywood narratives, from the silent cinema of Griffith to the sound films
of Hitchcock and George Lucas. Crosscutting or parallel action involves shifting
back and forth between two or more characters ot stories, which are occurring in
two or more separate spaces more Or less simultaneously. (Intolerance is an
exception to this rule in that its events, although thematically parallel, take place
in different centuries.) Hitchcock’s Strangers on & Train alternates between the
exploits of a tennis star and a psychopathic killer, while his Family Plot (1976)
juxtaposes the actions of two couples, a phony medium and her boyfriend, and
a pair of kidnappers /jewel thieves, whose paths repeatedly intersect.
In American Graffiti (1973), Lucas’s narrative shifts from character to charac-

ter on a summer night in 1962. Robert Altman perfected this pattern of shifting -

from character to character in his multicharacter narratives, especially Nashville

(1976), with its 24 characters; The Player (1992); Short Cuts (1993), with 22 “main”

characters in 10 separate stories; and Gosford Park (2002). Steven Soderbergh’s
Traffic (2001) takes Altman’s multicharacter storytelling pattern and spreads
it out geographically; Altman’s films tend to be set in a single location, but
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gﬁﬁﬁc fs ﬁarrgtivehmgves from Mexico to San Diego to Washington, D.C., to
io, following the flow of the drug traffic. From Griffi ent, cro
: \ ’ . riffith to the present
cutting builds toward a climax wh ' . present, cross:
ere the various narrative strands
. . cross and
where the dramatic tensions and conflicts they represent are finally resolved

EDITING WITHIN SCENES

;lgxet Frangltions employefi in .editing from scene to scene are marked as such;
Cai t 151,1 tf t ey aée necesslarﬂy visible, functioning to convey dramatically sigm'fi’
shifts in time or place. Editing within scenes, on th —
, e other hand, pursues a
strategy of self-effacement that disguises its operations and makes, 1i::)l‘le scene
if};e;%‘ to be more or less seamless. This is accomplished through a variety of
t a h(; ing tgchmques that make transitions from shot to shot smoother. These
dgc iques involve t.he Ca.reful observance of narrative logic in the analytical
tﬁsiectlon of dramatic action and the strict adherence to certain rules of thumb
auad ensure that the space in W.hiCh the action takes place will be perceived by
auc 1§nces as coherent and L}mﬁed. Editing serves the narrative logic; it “reads”
s Cr:r;mﬁﬂm :1 gurlily 1§gf1cal and descriptive way. Thus a conversation se-
ill cut back and forth from the person speaki i
those listening and then to the n pvvory o e ot bt
ext speaker; the discovery of a saf j
been robbed might be follow ’ o traonsh mhich
ed by a shot of the o i i
the burglar has escaped. ’ pen window through which
ik iic;;ege d1ssc:ctio}1il tendﬁ to follow an orderly pattern. It begins with an estab-
r master shot, which is followed by a series of sh i i
. ots (scene dissection
Zl?litt a:séyiei the draﬁa’cm contents of the space presented in the establishin;
, it closes with a return to either the master shot
. : or to some other shot
mark;lng tllle ending of the scene. The establishing or master shot, which is fre-
qlien y a long sho"c, establishes the space in which the subsequent action will
ta eIplace. It occasionally also indicates the time of day or year.
. n ISlhadow of a Doubt, th.e shots of kids playing ball in the street and the
thene. shot up to Uncle Charlie’s window serve as establishing shots, informing
the gﬁW{er where and vyhen the action is taking place. Charlie’s conversation
" Oldy ;fs t Iralndlady ani h}lf subsequent behavior alone in his room constitute the
e scene, which concludes with a medium lon, i
. : g shot of his open door
]%sttafierhhe has left his room to confront the men waiting outside. Thg interior
shot of the filoor echoes the exterior establishing shot of the window and con-
veys to audiences that the scene is over.
i 1111 mo;e'regent years, a {mmber or filmmakers have dispensed with tradi-
anJralat.es’ca hshmg shots, opting to begin scenes more abruptly in the middle of
whi c hl(;}I: or szth a f:lose~up.of' a significant detail. In these instances, the space in
Ic . ei action will occur is indicated in subsequent shots that are not reserved
exclusively for establishing the location but are part of the scene dissection
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Matches

Scene dissection relies on a system of matches to provide continuity for the
action. This system involves the matching of shots in such a way that potential
discontinuities are cosmetically concealed. Matches include graphic matches,
matches on action, and eyeline matches. In a graphic match, major features of
the composition in one shot will be duplicated in the next shot, providing a
graphic continuity that serves to bridge the edit. The editing of most conversa-
tion sequences employs rough graphic matches, in that characters retain their
approximate positions in the frame from shot to shot. The introduction of Xa-
nadu during the opening sequence of Citizen Kane involves an extremely subtle
series of exact graphic matches. Successive shots of the mansion from different
perspectives (with different objects in the foreground) are linked by dissolves.
They are all united by a common feature—a single window with a light in it—
that occupies the same place in each frame of each shot as the editing gradually
brings the viewer close and closer to the window.

Matches on action use the carryover of physical movement from one shot
to the next to conceal cuts. Thus, as a character begins to sit down in medium
long shot, an editor often cuts to a closer shot as the action continues. Orasa
character opens a door and begins to walk through it, there is often a cut to a
different camera position on the other side of the door as the same character
walks through the open door and closes it. Yet the cut and the change in camera
position are more or less imperceptible, disguised by the continuity of the char-
acter’s movement.

Eyeline matches and point-of-view editing play crucial roles in the continu-
ity system, serving the interest of character exposition and character psychology.
Eyeline matching iavolves two shots in which a character in the first shot looks
offscreen at another character or object. The next shot shows what that character
sees from a position that reflects, in its angle, the character’s position and the
direction in which he or she looks, but that remains more or less objective in
nature. That is, it does not duplicate that character’s actual perspective. In effect,
the second shot obliquely answers the first, presenting the space to which the
character’s eyeline refers or looks from the neutral position of the camera.

Point-of-View Editing

Point-of-view editing is a subset of the eyeline match that involves a series of
three separate shots—a shot of a character looking offscreen, a point-of-view
shot of what the character sees, and a reaction shot of the character as he or she
reacts to the thing seen. Thus in Rear Window (1954), Hitchcock cut from a shot
of his hero (James Stewart) looking out his window at Miss Torso, one of his
neighbors, to a point-of-view shot from his perspective of her dancing in a hal-
ter and shorts, and back to a reaction shot of Stewart as he smiles somewhat
lecherously. Unlike the second shot in the standard eyeline match, the point-of-
view shot duplicates what the character sees, representing his or her actual per-
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Point-of-view editing in Rear Window: Jeff (J
; : ames Stewart) looks, an insert
(Miss Torso), and a shot of Jeff's reaction. shot ofhache sees

igf}f;vf}; In ogl}er Words, in poigt—of—view editing, the second shot is subjective
rather an objective. Thus, while the eyeline match describes the character’s
eractions with others from the outside, point-of-view editing involves the

audience in the mental processes of th
v e character a i ivi
access to character psychology. e gives them priviieged

The 180-Degree Rule

At tl.le center of the continuity system stands its fundamental princi le—th
illusion of spatial reality. This illusion is created and maintainedpin thep cin .
through the observance of one simple law, which is known as the 180-dee1rml
rule: T_o guarantee matches in screen position and movement and to constr ; ’ce .
rg;hs‘ac plfiylng space for the characters, filmmakers film the action fromugnz
zlc e; gf an imaginary line (the 'a>fiS of action) that runs through the center of the
weer s ma}c:ir. action. By remaining on one side of this line, the camera ensures
hat screen irection remains constant. That is, if one character stands on th
right of th(? frame and another on the left, those characters retain their relati .
screen positions from one shot to the next (unless, of course, they moved) e
i If;hhowever, the camera cross?s the axis of the action after one shot and
ms the next shot from the other side of the 180-degree line, the original sc
position of the characters is reversed in this second shot m’akin tl%em bear
to switch positions as the film cuts from one shot to th/e next. %f thereaigpae: .
stc;:gnt;novement from right to left (or vice versa) and the axis of action i}sr
directo;s Sztc ngen}:ing appears to change direction from shot to shot. Certain
a Howa;d Hawi Jo orc%, repeatedl){ violate the 180-degree rule; others, such
: ’ s, scrupu ou.sly pbey it. Hawks's respect for and Ford’s lack of
espect for the rule reflect their different attitudes toward the representation of
space, which Hawks conceives of quite physically and Ford quite abstractl °
In observmg the 180-degree rule, filmmakers rely extensively on s}}:ot /
rev'erse—shot editing. This editing pattern employs paired shots to co}xlfer o,
sations or other actions. The shots alternate back and forth between an a nVlel;
shot from one end of the 180-degree line and another from the other enc;l g’l‘i
§ec0nd shot views the action from the same angle as the first, though that . Ie
is now reversed, that is, the shot is taken from the opposite ciirectign e
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Artist's sketch illustrating the 180-degree rule. Camera positions 1, 2, and 3 preserve screen posi-
tion; X reverses it.

Classical Hollywood style achieves semitransparency by putting itself at
the service of film narrative. Flements of mise-en-scene and editing function to
advance the narrative or to further character exposition. As a result, the narra-
tive's visibility relegates technique to the status of a facilitating tool. Stylistic
invisibility becomes a goal of the system, which its technicians and craftsper-
sons seek to achieve on both a conscious and an unconscious level. Cinematog-
raphers, editors, and directors in Hollywood declare that if audiences notice
their technique, it is no good, and they immediately set to work to hide it. Iron-
ically, their art consists of its own self-effacement. Yet that art remains visible no
matter what they do to hide it. It can be seen in its invisibility, for it is a style
and system of conventions that work to convince audiences that no work is tak-
ing place. And that work can never quite disappear. For in making the film legi-
ble for audiences, classical Hollywood cinema leaves the marks of this legibility
on the film itself. But these marks remain hard to see because classical Holly-
wood style is not superficially superimposed on the narrative. It cannot be seen

as something that is separate from the narrative because it is the means by
which that narrative is realized. In other words, it is invisible because it is the

narrative.
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