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Cinematic Storytelling

This book presents a new, story-based approach to cinematic coverage and storytelling in film and video. It breaks from the conventional idea that shots are the fundamental unit of filmmaking, instead exploring the specifics of determining coverage. Keyframes in patterns are introduced, delivering scripted material in a context-rich presentation that supports the storytelling.

All the analysis, interpretation, and creative decision making is done first, with shots derived as the very last step. Scripted material is divided into six categories with associated patterns. Like cinematic building blocks, these can freely stack up and interconnect, supporting creativity and avoiding rigid formulas. This approach enables filmmakers to tap into the film “language” that audiences already understand and put it to practical use, helping the audience to feel the storytelling deeply. Dozens of film examples are provided throughout, plus conceptual and camera diagrams to contextualize the methods presented, and exercises are provided to reinforce concepts. Emphasis is placed on supporting performance and story meaning through a cinematic context. With all the concepts and decision-making options described and shown in examples, a scripted scene is analyzed and developed through an eight-step process, illustrated with storyboard, camera diagrams, and ultimately shot list descriptions.

The book is ideal for filmmaking students interested in directing and cinematography, as well as aspiring and early-career filmmakers, cinematographers, and directors.

Thomas Robotham teaches screenwriting, filmmaking, and cinematography. He is currently Affiliated Faculty at Emerson College, and Director of Photography (DP) in the International Cinematographers Guild. He holds a patent in light-emitting diode (LED) lighting for film and video. Thomas has also worked as Creative Director (advertising) and as a fine artist (sculpture). www.robotham.com
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This book is dedicated to all my students – past, present, and future.
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Preface

There are many books and resources for directors or cinematographers. But very little is written about what they work on together – the central area where they overlap and collaborate. That is in the planning of coverage – the choices of imagery to present the entire story.

Directors are responsible for the storytelling in all its manifestations. Cinematographers are responsible for the pictures, in both aesthetic and technical dimensions. Coverage falls into an overlapping zone of responsibilities – cinematic storytelling. That is the sole focus of this book.

This book presents a new, story-based approach to cinematic storytelling in film and video. We focus on how the audience feels and grasps the storytelling through the film “language” they already know. We link that to the mechanisms that will produce the physical and emotional responses that the filmmakers want the audience to feel. Dozens of examples are presented, along with conceptual and camera diagrams.

The book is intended to give filmmakers a shared framework for understanding coverage in storytelling terms. The concepts apply to stories of any length, from short films to feature films to long-form, multi-episode stories.

I’ve taught filmmaking to undergraduates and adult career-changers. What I have found is that – regardless of age or experience – deciding what to shoot is the hardest part. It can be an amorphous and confounding challenge without some framework for thinking about it clearly and creatively. That’s what I hope to provide.

This is not just an issue for students. Except at the level of expert filmmakers, it can actually be quite hit-or-miss. Ideally, the story and the imagery create a whole that is bigger than the sum of its parts. How many shows – regardless of their budget – reach that high bar? Many productions fall short. That’s a shame, because great ideas and deep feeling get lost before they reach the audience. Tremendous amounts of work go unrewarded when the cinematic storytelling falls short.

Other filmmaking professionals, beyond directors and cinematographers, have a stake in the cinematic storytelling. Producers have the ultimate interest in making the most of the script and in how their filmmaking team works together. Having a language for ephemeral and abstract concepts can help make creative discussions productive. Editors need to understand the components of cinematic storytelling to open up creative opportunities in the editorial shaping of coverage. Actors may want insights on how camera usage can be supportive of performance.

This book is written for anyone who wants to be a filmmaker or wants to understand some of the things that filmmakers do at a fundamental level, to orient and inform the audience and shape their experience at a subconscious level.

One more thing: None of this book is “the Truth” with a capital T. These ideas do not replace the art and craft of filmmaking with something shiny and new. This book is just a way to talk about a complex creative task, breaking it down into ideas and processes. It is describing and systematizing what many film professionals already know at a gut level. The way you use a camera affects how the audience engages with, responds to, and feels the storytelling.

I hope you find this book useful in your quest to make movies that entertain us, make us think, and above all, make us feel deeply.
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Chapter 1
What is cinematic storytelling?

DOI: 10.4324/9781003080657-1

The pictures help us feel the story

Cinematic storytelling means putting the moving pictures to use, helping the audience feel the story. This means trusting the imagery to carry story weight. Fundamentally, it means the camera is serving the story.

The moving images are not simply there to record performances but also to present them to the audience in a way that clarifies and deepens their meaning. The pictures do not exist on their own, like a flashy sideshow or visual decoration. The pictures present story information and the movie conventions help us understand it. Their job is to help communicate the story and to help us, the audience, feel the unique and special nature of the story.

The cinematic storytelling for every movie is unique in its own way. It’s not like baking a cake, where one recipe works each and every time. Effective cinematic storytelling is never the same thing twice. A cinematic approach could be very plain for a quiet, character-based story. It might be very flashy in support of a stylized thriller. We will need to dig deep below the surface in order to find the commonalities that unite all of the different ways that cinematic storytelling works to support the story and helps the audience to really feel its impact.

This book is about making thoughtful, story-centered creative choices to suit the material at hand. The goal is to help you think about and make choices that are firmly anchored in the scripted storytelling. If the choices are formulaic, they will come across as mechanical. If the decision making is isolated from story needs, the results will be arbitrary and lack emotional depth. If copied from other movies, it will feel derivative and lack its own emotional fingerprint. These are pitfalls that a story-centered approach can help filmmakers avoid.

Each motion picture can and should be unique to the scripted storytelling, deeply felt and thoughtfully presented. With a creative process that is story-centered, you can make highly individual choices that will feel coherent, cohesive, and emotionally resonant with the storytelling.

A cinematic approach through keyframes – not shots

The general standard for going from script to screen is to start with making a shot list. That is almost the last thing we will do, discussed in the final chapters. The shot is not the fundamental unit of this approach. It is the end product.

The fundamental unit for us is the frame. We will take a keyframe approach in laying out a detailed and deep analysis of how moving pictures serve the storytelling. A keyframe is a representative frame, and its qualities connect the script to the images. Patterns of keyframes deliver the movie conventions that the audience understands, without conscious thought, in their assembly of the story and its possible meanings.

We will investigate keyframes and patterns, their connection to audience comprehension, and their foundational connections to the script. With these ideas in hand, your creative process will be rooted in the script, “growing” imagery that fully supports your individual story.

Cinematic storytelling exists for every form, length, and budget

Although the examples in this book are almost exclusively from feature films, I see little difference between feature films, short films, or multi- episode long-form series in terms of the cinematic storytelling. All have similar problems and opportunities at the level of cinematic choice. Everything in this book should be applicable to all forms and lengths of narrative storytelling using motion picture cameras of any type or cost.

Great movies exist at every length and every budget. Most aren’t perfect or flawless. They don’t have to be. They do have to be compelling, engaging, and satisfying. A confident hand at cinematic storytelling will bring you a long way toward those goals.

Not every filmmaker needs to be a genius. By tightly integrating the visual presentation with the script, we can make sure that the story and characters found in the script will feel vivid on the screen. That’s cinematic storytelling. It takes effort and creative courage, not genius, so it is within the grasp of most of us who love movies enough to want to make them.

Going beyond formulas or easy solutions

You can find lots of explanations of famous shots in famous movies. We may want to “borrow” those, hoping they will have the same beneficial result in our own work. That ignores the facts – different script, different creative contributors, different budgets, etc. Borrowing shots is like borrowing precisely tailored clothes. Or like taking the wheel off someone’s car and trying to install it on a different make and model. They won’t fit. You can utilize underlying concepts and approaches. They will, by necessity, result in different shots. That is good. They will custom-fit your movie, not someone else’s.

It is easy to be distracted by technical tools, thinking they might provide answers. Cameras and lenses are a lot of fun. Add all the specialized mounts and gizmos, and you could spend forever thinking about them and not the storytelling. But if you postpone the fun of playing with high-quality toys, you can solidify the purpose behind making the images. Then, all these wonderful devices stop being toys and instead become creative tools for the execution of story-based decisions.

Throughout this book, we will look at many examples – not to find a cookbook formula but to find the underlying factors that make the presentation story-centered. We can find common approaches in a vast range of movies, indicating that coming up with unique cinematic storytelling isn’t “secret knowledge,” just something that needs study and practice. These fundamentals exist across the vast range of films, but you need to train yourself to see them.

Consider this – we don’t need to invent new letters to express ourselves with different words. We don’t need to invent words to communicate new or complicated ideas; we just choose the right words to convey meaning. We don’t need to invent new notes to make a new melody. We take the underlying fundamentals and reapply them in new ways and new configurations to arrive at unique results.

Let’s start with a few examples from actual movies, to point out some of the ways that the visual presentation contributes to the audience’s visceral understanding of the story. We’ll see how cinematic choices help us feel the progression of the story and enrich our understanding of character actions and relationships.

Clear presentation that informs and orients

Cinematic storytelling helps the audience respond to the storytelling and feel its emotional significance. The audience doesn’t need to know how that works, but filmmakers do.

Our first example shows how the focus of the storytelling is clearly indicated through the progression of framings. In the movie Cast Away1 (Figure 1.1, Figure 1.2), a family holiday dinner includes several plot points. This scene delivers the story event that sends our protagonist, Chuck, on his fateful journey. How do the framings and their progressions shape our understanding?

The scene starts with a wide frame of a holiday dinner. This introduces us to the main table and orients us to the activity – the big family dinner. Old folks sit at one end of the table, younger folks at the other, with main characters Chuck and Kelly in the middle. At first, we see groups, emphasizing the social nature of the situation. The first significant story point is when Chuck is asked about marriage plans. Chuck and Kelly have had a bet about that. Their brief dialogue has Chuck framed over the shoulder (OTS in shot terminology) of Kelly, and Kelly is shown OTS Chuck, keeping each in the other’s frame of reference. (A list of some standard shot abbreviations is at the end of this chapter’s Summary.)

Two things have happened. One is that by reducing the number of subjects in frame, we (the audience) understand that the center of the storytelling is now between them, not the larger group. The second is that, with the pattern of reciprocal, mirror-image framing, we know that Chuck and Kelly are talking to each other, sharing mutual attention. This might not seem like a big deal, but it is.

Figure 1.1

Movies are filled with interpersonal interactions and dialogue. The basic pattern of reciprocal shot pairs will occur many times in many movies. The variations in the way they occur will be a major force in helping the audience feel the emotional flow of these interactions.

The next plot point is Chuck’s wince over the pain of a bad tooth. Two things make this stand out so that we give it proper notice. One is the different angle on the old folks, which signals us that the prior flow has been interrupted and the story has gone in a new direction. The second is the first close-up (CU) of Chuck checking the tooth, OTS Kelly. These two visual cues, of change in a pattern and of closer focus on Chuck’s reaction, give us a context for registering story progress and significance.

Immediately after the focus on his tooth, Chuck’s beeper alerts him to a demand from work. The frame shifts from Chuck’s CU to the beeper in his hand, like a magnet drawn to the object with story significance. We instantly register Kelly’s gaze toward the beeper, and how it intrudes on the happy scene. We don’t have to think about it – we see the intensity of her look, and we see the beeper and know that was the focus of her attention. These are simple mechanics in terms of shots, but they are critical to following the story.

Figure 1.2

A small, almost unnoticeable push-in on Kelly shows us how this new situation impacts Kelly’s emotional state. Her disappointment makes sense because this is her family. Her potential future husband just let work interrupt Christmas dinner. We get the feeling that he’s done this kind of thing before. This push-in on Kelly is intercut with Chuck and Kelly’s pair of CU framings. Even though no words are spoken in the moment, we instantly recognize the silent conversation between them through the pattern we associate with dialogue. Interpersonal interaction does not need spoken words – the pattern of shots tells us that they are communicating non-verbally.

The entire movie hinges on our understanding of the very simple chain of events. The emotional consequences of Chuck’s actions, which feel like a minor disappointment in the moment, become life-changing for both characters.

Notice how the framing encompasses the entire social situation at the start, then the subset of social groups engaged with our main characters, and then the mutual connection between them as a couple. This progression tells us something fundamental: What is in the picture has story significance, and what is out of the picture no longer does. We know this, subconsciously, as movie-watchers. Now we need to make it part of our conscious focus as movie-makers.

The framing provides clear presentation of the story movement within the scene, from a broader social situation to the specific actions and reactions of our main characters. This gives us a clear chain of cause and effect (C&E as our abbreviation), from the toothache to the work interruption.

A big part of our understanding of movies comes from understanding people and social situations, and so we need to become consciously aware of how we do that, through what we see and hear. The clear focus on facial expressions lets us connect with the character’s inner state – thoughts, feelings, and intentions. We can tell that the main characters are sharing these inner states and feelings through their mutual attention. The cinematic storytelling capitalizes on our ability to know and understand people and their behaviors.

We learn so much about their relationship from the way the scene is presented. That helps us share the feelings of Chuck being put on the spot. We can relate to Kelly, whose relationship is made fair game over dinner. Two very clear demonstrations of Chuck’s current life trajectory are brought to our attention. He postpones important life actions (fixing his tooth) for the sake of his work. He will put everything with emotional significance, this dinner and the love of his life, on the back burner in favor of work. The clarity of the dinner scene sets up all of this.

The way the dinner is presented is conventional but highly effective. Much of what is considered “conventional” coverage can be understood in the story progression from the general to particular, wider to tighter. We go from the broader situation to the specific reactions of the main characters. We will see these concepts flexibly employed in a wide range of ways to suit the specifics of different stories and filmmakers.

We will also see examples of storytelling that don’t fit the conventional mold but are comprehensible just the same because our attention is shaped, and our understanding is informed, by the cinematic storytelling.

Including us in a character’s subjective attention

The next example showcases the basic filmmaking conventions that let us know what captures a character’s attention, propelling their subjective experience into the center of story significance. In the movie Midsommar2 (Figure 1.3), the main character is introduced through her strong emotional reaction to a disturbing email from her sister.

Dani is seen from the front, slightly above her eyeline, in keeping with seeing over the top of her laptop computer. She is upset and intent on her screen. We get closer to her as we get progressively closer framings of an email list, the specific message, and then the word “goodbye” that so alarms her.

The first shot of the laptop is easy to understand as her point of view (POV). The close-up (CU) and extreme close-up (ECU) of the screen are representing the focus of her attention – not necessarily all that she sees, but all that occupies her attention.

Movies allow us to enter into and share the subjective experiences of a character. It is done through their focused gaze, followed by the presentation of the subject of their attention. I refer to this as the Look/See pattern, because it is understood by the audience not as an isolated shot or frame but as a relationship between a character’s subjective experience and our sharing of their attention and interest.

The Look/See pattern is the simplest of all clear and obvious patterns in filmmaking. It lets us comprehend story significance in terms of a character’s inner motivations. Motion picture stories are usually centered on character experience. This pattern lets us enter and share that subjective experience, not just observe from the sidelines. This is at the root of the dialogue pattern we’ve seen in the prior example, known conventionally as shot-and-reverse. The shot-and-reverse pattern is actually reciprocal Look/See patterns, indicating shared, mutual attention and interaction between two subjects. In the baseline Look/See pattern, the subject of the character’s attention does not look back.

The more distant framing of Dani at her desk cools down the intensity and gives us some space to observe how she reacts. The next few frames show a clear chain of cause and effect (C&E), with her picking up her phone, scrolling to a choice, thinking twice, then committing and dialing Christian, whose name we see in close-up (CU).

We enter the next phase of the scene with her pivoting in her chair, giving us a new framing.
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