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The opening chapter introduces the reader to the language of motion pictures and sets the stage for effective visual storytelling. Unit I guides students through the theory, techniques, and processes of writing, shooting, and editing video productions. Unit II expands on these basic principles to explore the crafts of sound recording/design, lighting, and directing. Unit III surveys the industries, formats, and methods for creating fiction and nonfiction programs. The final unit of the text examines options for distribution and career opportunities in video production.

Newly updated and revised, the second edition of Video Production Techniques unifies theory and practice for instructors and students. It is a great tool for use in introductory-level video production courses and for the independent learner.

The accompanying companion website features instructor resources including a sample syllabus, quiz bank, sample assignments, and PowerPoint slides for each chapter, alongside illustrative video demonstrations for students.
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PREFACE


Video production is an art, a science, and a business. Learning to create successful video projects requires the integration of these three elements. There are excellent books that explore the technical craft of video production, and others that explore the foundations of film theory and aesthetics. Yet other texts concentrate on television and film business models.

Until now, however, students seeking to learn the essentials of video production were without a single resource that integrated these intrinsic elements. Instructors were forced to use a combination of texts or create reading packets to fill the gaps left by other books.

The primary mission of Video Production Techniques is to unify theory and practice in a single resource. Theory without practice is also without result. One must create art. Practice without theory is devoid of soul and purpose. At the end of the day, video projects have to be about something. Almost anyone can learn to run a camera and edit, but learning to be an effective storyteller is a challenging course of study that is as much about ideas and methods as it is about technology. This text goes beyond how the equipment works to include the rich history of production and to introduce the artists who have paved the way.

Video Production Techniques was created in the classroom. It is grounded in more than 20 years of production instruction and is written to meet the needs of introductory-level production students and instructors. Video Production Techniques puts technology into creative context and addresses the questions students have about how the industry works and about professional opportunities they can pursue in their own careers.

The text is structured to optimally meet the sequential needs of students and instructors. Many production books are formatted to follow the production process from beginning to end. Some books do not even introduce the tools of editing until the final unit. It is not useful to introduce editing at the end of a book, and the end of a course. Students need to know all of the basics early on so that they can practice throughout their course of study.

This text is designed using a building-block approach. The basic skills of production are introduced in Unit I. Students explore writing, shooting, and editing right away. Unit II expands these basics skills with explorations of sound, lighting, and directing. Unit III examines the processes of fiction and nonfiction filmmaking. The final unit surveys marketing and distribution options to get your projects in front of an audience as well as professional and career opportunities in video production.

Each chapter concludes with Sample Exercises to provide a foundation for practice and Recommended Readings to guide students wishing to explore each chapter topic in greater depth. Throughout the text, key terms are presented in bold, indicating that they are defined in the glossary.

Additional ancillary materials for classroom support are available online through the text’s companion website, including suggested syllabi, sample assignments with grading rubrics, and PowerPoint presentations for each chapter.

Whether your primary goal is to better understand and appreciate the process and products of video production, or whether you wish to engage in making motion pictures for self-expression or as part of a professional career, this textbook will help you acquire a foundation in the far-reaching video production sphere of mass communication that will serve you for a lifetime. The text is designed as a resource for classroom education and as a tool for the student studying on their own. Anyone with access to a camera, video editing software, and an imagination is invited to take the journey though these pages and through the video production process.
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INTRODUCTION TO VIDEO PRODUCTION




CHAPTER OBJECTIVES


Motion pictures start out as ideas. These ideas are shaped, scripted, filmed, and edited. Movies have extraordinary expressive potential if you understand and apply the principles of visual language. You will recognize some of the elements explored in this chapter from your own experience watching films and television. Other elements presented here will likely be new to you, as they come across to the audience almost invisibly when applied with skill. The objective of this chapter is to outline the production process and to equip you with the tools of film language so that you can take the ideas you develop and translate those ideas into images on screen. The goals of this chapter are to:


	Introduce the three stages of video and film production: preproduction, production, and postproduction;


	Explore the elements of visual composition;


	Examine the language elements of moving pictures;


	Acquire knowledge to compose an entire scene seamlessly;


	Learn how to maintain continuity and avoid common mistakes in building image sequences.




Creating video programs is a rewarding and complex process. There is a lot involved, from the writing of the script, to the challenges of shooting, to the range of choices that come in putting it all together in editing. When professionals talk about the process of creating motion pictures, they usually break it up into three stages: preproduction, production, and postproduction.




THE THREE STAGES OF THE PRODUCTION PROCESS




Preproduction


The stage of preparing to shoot a film or video is referred to as preproduction. Preproduction is the most important phase of the process in many ways. It is a time to get everything in order and to plan for contingencies. It is also the time to make major creative decisions. Preproduction is the time to test concepts and stories. Professionals do not move into production until they are convinced they are on the right track. Beware of moving into production too quickly before your script really works.

Wasted production time is expensive. It can cost thousands of dollars per hour to keep a crew on a large-scale professional shoot. The first Project Greenlight demonstrated the huge costs that can be incurred while trying to work things out in production. HBO’s documentary series, Project Greenlight (2001), followed the making of the film Stolen Summer (2002) and captured the mistakes and overruns that resulted from poor preproduction planning. Stolen Summer ended up costing about $1.8 million to make and returned less than $200,000 in domestic box office sales. Shooting is not the time to start working out the details. All that needs to be planned in preproduction.



Script breakdown


Once you have a script in hand, preproduction begins with a script breakdown. The breakdown translates the script into a list of elements needed for production, such as the number of actors, props to be used, and different studio sets and locations where filming will take place. Once there is a breakdown of the script, it is possible to get a better sense of how much it will cost to produce the project and how much time will be needed for shooting. Based on the script breakdown, other preproduction tasks such as casting the actors, creating a production and postproduction schedule, scouting for shooting locations, creating a budget, developing plans for renting equipment, hiring the crew, acquiring props and costumes, building sets, and eventually rehearsing with the actors can be scheduled.




Production storyboards


The director often creates production storyboards to pre-visualize a shoot. The production team uses production storyboards as a communication tool to execute the shooting of the film. The general rule for storyboards is one storyboard frame for each shot in the program, but some complex camera moves may require several storyboard frames to illustrate what takes place in a single shot.

Production storyboards are often hand drawn and resemble a comic book. Since these are internal working documents, you need not worry about your artistic ability. Many effective storyboards are made with stick figures. What is important is that the storyboards clearly communicate the shot type and form of the program. Sometimes a director’s storyboards are only for their use, and in other cases, storyboards will be shared with the cinematographer, the production designer, and other crew members to aid in planning. Production storyboards are often composed using a storyboard template. Template pages provide a frame for your sketches in the shape of a video screen and have room for dialogue, narration, and descriptive information next to each frame. Many directors use computer software to help communicate their vision to members of the crew or financiers. There are many storyboarding software choices. Some are free and export directly into your editing software (Figure 1.1).


[image: Images]

Figure 1.1 Storyboards illustrate scenes and sequences. Courtesy of Wild Bunch Films.
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Figure 1.2 Direction arrows are used in storyboards to indicate movement. Courtesy of Wild Bunch Films.



Direction arrows show character movement and camera moves in storyboards. These arrows bring life and energy to a static image. Well-illustrated storyboards can convey complex movements quite thoroughly (Figure 1.2).

You can also produce “moving storyboards” or animatics. Animatics are a preliminary version of a movie, produced by shooting successive sections of a storyboard and adding a soundtrack. Wes Anderson is known for meticulously storyboarding and creating animatics for both his live action and animated films. Computer modeling can be used to create storyboard frames or fully animated representations.




Shot lists


The director uses the script and production storyboards to generate a shot list. The shot list provides the most efficient order and the minimum number of set-ups required to capture all the images needed. Since films are typically shot out of sequence, the director might use a shot list and storyboards to communicate with the camera operators so that the scene can be captured efficiently without wasting time on camera set-ups. Although not every production uses shot lists, they can facilitate effective coverage and ensure that the editor has what they need to compose the shots in postproduction. The shot list also allows the director or producer to estimate the time required to capture all the shots required to make a film.




Location photos and sketches


It is valuable to visit the location where you will be shooting ahead of time and record some video footage or still pictures so that you have a good sense of the space and that you are better able to accurately plan for the environment. These images can be used as a reference to create sketches for production planning. The director often creates a floor plan—an overhead shooting plan that allows the director to plan blocking. Blocking is planning the actors’ movements in relation to the camera. Camera movement can be planned, or blocked, as well. Taking measurements of a space allows precise planning for set design and camera movement.




Shooting schedules


The shooting schedule is a plan of each day’s filming—the number of scenes, locations, and starting/ending times—that is created by the assistant director and given to the production manager who manages the overall production schedule. After determining the number of camera set-ups (when a camera is moved from one position to another, usually requiring a new lighting set-up) needed to capture the scene, the script breakdown and shot list allow you to organize and schedule your shoot in the most efficient manner possible—whether that is by location or actor or another variable.

One of the most difficult aspects of low/no budget filmmaking is scheduling. How do you get actors and crew members to donate their time and talent? One way is to be respectful of their time. The more prepared you are before you begin to shoot, the better able you are to set and maintain a realistic shoot schedule.




Call sheets


As the date of a shoot approaches, a call sheet is distributed. A call sheet is generated for each day of shooting and is distributed in advance of each shooting day. A call sheet provides important information that is circulated to every member of the cast and crew. It indicates the date, time, and location of the shoot; call times for the crew and individual actors as well as hotel or lodging information for the cast and crew. Contact information is provided for any questions. Call sheets itemize all production department specific needs and all pertinent information that needs to be communicated to all the cast and crew members for both production and postproduction work, including wardrobe, hair, make-up, props, camera department, special effects, audio, and postproduction information.

With a lot of careful preparation in place, the project is finally ready to go into production (Figure 1.3).





Production


Production is the time frame of actually shooting the project. This is often the most expensive and highest-intensity phase of the process. Filmmakers should generally follow the plan developed in preproduction during shooting. Alfred Hitchcock was a strong believer in following his preproduction plan very carefully. For Hitchcock, the process of production was a somewhat mechanical one. His creative genius was pronouncedly expressed in the planning. The shooting, for Hitchcock, was a technical process of converting the plan to film (Figure 1.4).

Francis Ford Coppola, however, conducted a bold experiment in the production of Apocalypse Now (1979). Coppola allowed extensive improvisation on the set and was actually unsure how the film would end halfway through shooting. This was a risky approach, which almost bankrupted Coppola and very nearly ruined the production. Coppola’s experiment was successful in the end, however; and Apocalypse Now is a benchmark of film history, winning the Palme d’Or at Cannes and two Academy Awards. It is important to note that this success story with such a free-form process is not the norm in fiction filmmaking (Figure 1.5).
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Figure 1.3 A call sheet organizes each shooting day.
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Figure 1.4 Hitchcock was known for his careful preproduction and for his meticulous execution of his plan in production. Universal Pictures/Photofest; © Universal Pictures.
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Figure 1.5 Walking the Line tells the story of vigilantes patrolling the U.S.-Mexican border. Flexibility is important in both fiction and nonfiction as the dynamics of production can be unpredictable. Courtesy of Filmakers Library.



A lot of people work together on a set during production to contribute to the making of a video or film project. There are, however, several key figures that are a part of virtually any sized project. The director (in the case of fiction) or the producer (in the case of nonfiction) is the boss on the set and is responsible for the overall creative vision of the work. The director of photography (DP) or cinematographer records the action with a camera. The gaffer is the head of the electrical department and often designs the lighting plan. The best boy is an assistant to the gaffer. There is often a sound recordist who captures the audio and a boom operator who holds the microphone out of view of the camera. The art department usually houses the set designer and their staff of artists and technicians, the props department, costumer designers, and hair and make-up artists who are on set daily. These are just a few of the roles you might encounter on a production. Professional shoots can have more than a hundred people on the crew. Job titles on large-scale projects relate to areas as diverse as accounting, craft services (people who provide the food), and wranglers (people who provide and manage the animals used in making a film). The next time you go to the movies watch the entire credit list and count all the credited names. You might be surprised by how many people work on a major project.




Postproduction


Postproduction is the phase that takes place after the material is shot. Generally, postproduction refers to the editing stage, but there are many other processes that go along with editing the picture. Music needs to be written and recorded to match the images. Sometimes audio needs to be rerecorded if it wasn’t captured clearly on location. Postproduction is also the time when sound effects are added, and the time when marketing and promotion take off in full force to support a project’s release.

While preproduction, production, and postproduction are often talked about as three separate stages of the process, it is important to recognize that there is inherently some overlap. A project might still be in the final planning stages as production begins, and it is not uncommon for a reduced crew to get pick-up shots during the postproduction phase. While there are inherent overlaps in phases, production is usually defined as the time from the first day of principal photography to the last day of shooting. Preproduction and postproduction come before and after that.





THE LANGUAGE OF MOTION PICTURES


Motion pictures have unique language elements to tell stories effectively with images and sound. This language borrows elements from other art forms as well including theater (the dramatic structure) and painting (composition within the frame). A single frame of film can convey much to the audience. The power of the single image to communicate a story, and to serve as a work of art, has its foundations in painting and, later, in still photography. Among the greatest lessons of these traditional art forms are the elements and rules of composition.



Composition


One of the primary considerations for the visual artist is composition. The decision of what elements to include in the artwork and the relationship between elements within the artwork are central to creating aesthetically intriguing and informative images.



The frame


The most basic parameter defining the image is its frame. The frame of an image refers to the outermost edge of the working area that is presented to the audience. The relationship between the width of the frame compared to its height is referred to as the aspect ratio. Horizontal frame orientations work well for the portrayal of landscapes, where the relationship of elements across a wide visual field is of primary interest. Other paintings choose to define the frame vertically. Human portraits often use vertical framing. Film typically utilizes a horizontal framing of 16:9, with a width of 16 units and height of 9. Since 2010, it has become the most common aspect ratio for televisions and computer monitors and is also the international standard format of high-definition television (HDTV).




Rule of thirds


Defining the parameters of the frame is just the beginning. The content of the frame is what gives a composition most of its value. One of the most basic and valuable tools of visual composition is the rule of thirds. This principle, grounded in painting and classic two-dimensional design, is widely applied to the video frame as well.

Experiments in psychology and perception, as well as history, indicate that asymmetrical compositions are generally more interesting to viewers than symmetrical compositions (Krupinski & Locher, 1988). If you look through a camera viewfinder and put the subject right in the middle, with equal space and elements on all sides, you will create a balanced, but not necessarily the most dynamic and interesting composition possible. Consider this alternative: move the subject from the middle toward the left side of the frame. Now add a background element toward the right side of the frame that is not as dominant in visual weight as the main subject. You have now composed an asymmetrical composition, which is generally considered more interesting than a perfectly balanced composition. You are applying elements of the rule of thirds (Figures 1.6 and 1.7).


[image: Images]

Figure 1.6 Napoleon Dynamite utilizes a flat and highly balanced composition to create interest by exaggeration. Fox Searchlight Pictures/Photofest; © 2004 20th Century Fox.
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Figure 1.7 Unbalanced compositions are dynamic and can be used to emphasize depth. Photo by Jim Bridges; Courtesy of Wild Bunch Films.
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Figure 1.8 A reference grid for applying the rule of thirds.



The rule of thirds works as follows: take your frame and divide it into thirds, vertically and horizontally, as if preparing for a game of tic-tac-toe. You now have a grid of nine spaces within the frame. You have created a checkerboard grid on your frame. When composing images, place elements of interest along or near the four lines in this grid. The four most powerful parts of the frame are the points where the vertical and horizontal lines intersect. These zones should generally hold the most significant elements of your compositions. Amateur photographers often put the head of human subjects right in the middle of the frame without any regard for the surrounding elements. This is poor composition. Compositions can be strengthened by the rule of thirds. (Figure 1.8).





Representing three-dimensional space: depth and perspective


The video screen, like the painter’s canvas, is a two-dimensional surface. The perception of depth, and the representation of three-dimensional space, must be accomplished using tools that convey the illusion of depth. There are several tools for creating the illusion of depth in a visual composition, including perspective lines, scale, working with foreground and background, and light and shadow.



Perspective lines


When looking down a long hallway or a desert highway, the lines marking the edges of these pathways will eventually converge at a point in the distance. This point of convergence is called the vanishing point. Visual artists have systematically applied this perceptual tool since the 1400s. Artists use perspective lines to add realism and depth to two-dimensional images. In video production, you can emphasize depth by integrating elements that portray vanishing perspective in your composition. The use of diagonal lines in the frame generally adds to the sense of depth.




Scale


Manipulating scale creates a sense of depth in two-dimensional compositions. As objects of a fixed size are moved farther away from us, the image size of the object on our retina gets smaller. As we look at an image of many streetlamps, we get a sense that the lamps are receding in the distance because they get smaller and smaller. The relative size of the streetlamps tells us which ones are closer to us.




Foreground and background


A simple, but significant element of creating the illusion of depth is to apply principles of foreground and background. The scale of an object gives us a sense of how close it is, but there are other factors that define what is in the foreground and what is in the background. For instance, foreground elements block background elements. This is obvious, but a conscious awareness of this simple fact will help you create compositions that emphasize certain elements and portray a sense of depth. Depth of field is the term used for the range of focus in a shot. Typically, shots are composed with space in front of, as well as behind, the subject. How much of that area is in focus determines the depth of field (or focus). For instance, using a shallow depth of field, where the object in the foreground is in focus while the background is out of focus, emphasizes that the foreground portion of the frame is important and directs the audience where to center their attention (Figure 1.9).


[image: Images]

Figure 1.9 Integrating perspective lines, manipulating scale, and using foreground and background elements help emphasize depth. Jesse Knight.






Light and shadow


Perhaps, the most powerful tool for creating video programs with a rich sense of depth is to work effectively with light and shadow. Flooding the scene with illumination is not the best approach for most creative applications in lighting motion pictures. It is the deliberate application of light and shadow that gives a composition depth and greater symbolic meaning. A maxim of cinematography is that the most important lights are the ones that you do not turn on. This saying illustrates the equal value of light and shadow in contributing to the creative process of making rich images.





Headroom and noseroom


When composing a human subject for motion picture photography, there are two additional rules to keep in mind. One important consideration is to frame the composition with a consideration of headroom. Headroom refers to the space between the top of the frame and the top of the subject’s head. There is no fixed amount of headroom that is considered correct, but a general rule is that it is appropriate to use more headroom as the frame captures more of the subject. For example, a full-body image might have a significant amount of headroom compared to an image that captures a subject from the chest up (Figure 1.10).


[image: Images]

Figure 1.10 (a) Too much, (b) too little, and (c) proper headroom for a composition. Elijah LaPlante.
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Figure 1.11 (a) Sufficient and (b) insufficient noseroom. Elijah LaPlante.



A similar consideration for composing a human subject is that of noseroom. When a subject is looking toward one side of the frame, it is generally advisable to allow the subject more space on the open side of the frame. Insufficient noseroom will make the composition feel confining and will generally be awkward. Give a subject in partial or full profile sufficient noseroom (Figure 1.11).




Mise-en-scène


We have explored some ways of controlling composition. Mise-en-scène is a term taken from French meaning “put into the scene,” which can be translated into staging. When filmmakers talk about mise-en-scène, they are referring to the physical elements that contribute to making the entire visual scenario. This includes the elements we have discussed so far, including framing, composition, depth, lighting, and also the physical elements within the composition such as actors, props, and how these elements are placed and moved. Mise-en-scène refers to the totality of making the image, or making the “scene.”




Camera manipulation


The language of motion pictures also includes artistic impacts resulting from camera manipulation. Some important elements controlled by the use of camera include angle, shot types, and moving shots.



Angle


Angle refers to the position of the camera and the direction in which it is pointing. The choice of angle significantly affects the way the image is perceived by the audience and the psychological effect of the composition.

Most camera positions for visual programs are set near the actor’s eye level. The audience generally perceives this angle as “normal” since when we are speaking with people, we are generally at eye level. This is only the starting point for considering the angle of view of your visual compositions, however. Angle is selected based on both the content of the composition and the context of the story. For instance, if you are making a video project about a kid in the neighborhood, Steve, who is trying to overcome the taunting of a bully, this is the context of the story. The visual content of this particular shot is the bully, who you want to portray as a menacing character. One way to approach this composition is to show the bully (the antagonist) from Steve’s (the protagonist’s) point of view (POV). In this way, we put the audience in the same place, and the same physical perspective as the main character. We invite the audience to identify with the main character and to vicariously experience his dilemma. The actor portraying the bully is much taller than the actor portraying Steve. You can set the camera at the level of Steve’s eye, and tilt the camera up to see the menacing bully looking down at him. This is an example of a low-angle shot. The term “low-angle” refers to the position of the camera relative to the subject. Low-angle shots make the subject in the composition look powerful (Figure 1.12).

Low-angle shots can be severe and dramatic, as in the case of the bully, or they can be subtle. Even a slight use of low angle where we are looking up and into a character’s eyes is a powerful way of communicating dominance. The camera positions of newscasts and talk shows are often set just below the eye level of the anchor or host. In this way, we literally “look up to them,” and this communicates a sense of authority and credibility. Talk shows often employ an additional psychological component in overall composition. The hosts on talk shows sometimes sit higher up than their guests. They get firm, raised desk chairs while their guests sink into comfy side chairs. This also reinforces the host’s authority. Research demonstrates that the selection of camera angle influences viewers’ perceptions about the credibility of the subject, so there is good reason why news programs and talk shows portray their reporters and hosts with low angles. Subjects photographed with low angles are perceived as more credible (Tiemens, 1970). Conversely, a high-angle shot is achieved by setting the camera position above the subject, therefore making the subject appear weak and vulnerable.


[image: Images]

Figure 1.12 (a) Low angles emphasize dominance, while (b) high angles convey vulnerability. Courtesy of William Olsen.



The placement of your camera position and the angle of view of your camera can vary widely. You can portray an angle of view at ground level. Special mirror systems allow perspectives from the floor. Other equipment, such as cranes, can bring the camera up high to give the audience the perspective of an observer over an entire landscape. Aerial and drone videography can take your camera angle as high as you can fly.

The important thing to remember is that you have a wide range to work with when composing a shot. Some videographers will lose sight of this and confine their camera positions to those that are comfortable for them, such as those that provide easy access to the viewfinder while standing or sitting in a chair. Remember to consider the full range of options you have to work with when making every composition. Choose the angle that is most interesting and that supports the content and context of the story most effectively. Try to make every composition a work of art. Sometimes the realities of time pressures and logistics will necessitate having to settle for a conventional or simple composition, but always be thinking of your options to create something interesting and meaningful when you have the opportunity (Figure 1.13).
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Figure 1.13 Be creative with camera position to achieve interesting angles. Chris Walker.
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Figure 1.14 Motion pictures operate in four dimensions: width (x-axis), height (y-axis), depth (z-axis), and time (t-axis).



The height of the camera (y-axis) is just one orientation to use when selecting angle. You are free to move the camera left and right as well (x-axis). You can also move the camera closer to or further from the subject (z-axis). To add even more choices, once you select the position of the camera, you can change the direction in which the camera is pointing. You are free to combine directions as you move around the subject in a sphere of expanding distances. The permutations create a virtually infinite number of angles to choose from for each composition (Figure 1.14).




Shot types


Moving the camera closer to, or farther away from, a subject changes the size of the subject in the frame. Changing the size of the subject in the frame changes the nature of the composition. In video production, there are shot types defined by the size of the subject in the frame. These are referred to as long shots, medium shots, and close-ups. If a director says to the videographer, “Give me a close-up,” the videographer will have a good idea of how big the subject should appear within the frame. Although each individual director’s interpretation of what a close-up (CU) is varies somewhat, the crew soon gets to know the director’s interpretation, and communication about the visual elements can proceed much more efficiently from there. Although there is some degree of variation among artists, there are standard definitions of several shot types used in video and film production.

The area of coverage contained in a long shot (LS), sometimes also called a “wide shot,” can vary greatly depending on the context. An LS usually covers a wide view of a space. For example, an LS of New York City could contain the entire skyline, comprising many miles of landscape. If we change the context, however, and are filming material in a living room, then an LS, in this case, will capture a significant view of the entire room. When referring to the composition of a human subject, an LS is most often defined as a composition that contains all of the person’s body in the frame, from head to foot, and the surrounding elements as required for the aesthetics of the shot, and for the context of the story.

A medium shot (MS) of a human subject generally captures all of the person’s head and shoulders, and the body from about the chest up. A close-up (CU) of a human subject generally covers the entire head, but the body might be excluded beyond that. The CU emphasizes expression and the characteristics of the face. This shot type is frequently applied to inanimate objects that have special or symbolic meaning as well (Figure 1.15).

These are the three main shot types, as defined by the scale of the objects in the frame. There are other shot types defined by scale such as the extreme close-up (ECU), which might feature a subject’s eyes filling the frame. It is not uncommon for the top and bottom of a subject’s head to be cropped in an ECU. The ECU isolates the details of a person or an object. A director might call for an ECU to show a bead of sweat on a subject’s forehead to communicate a sense of nervousness. Other shot types defined by scale include the medium long shot (MLS), which is longer than an MS but tighter than an LS. Another variation of this type is the medium close-up (MCU). Sometimes shots are defined by the number of characters in the composition, such as a two-shot and a three-shot.

The selection of shot type creates varying levels of intimacy between the characters in the scene and the audience and the characters as well, which affects the meaning of the shot. For example, a CU of a person portrays a feeling of intimacy, an MS signifies a personal relationship, a full-length body shot conveys a social relationship, and an LS conveys a sense of social distance (Baggaley, 1980). Every time you compose a human subject, you are making an “optical commentary” about that subject, and this commentary affects the audience’s perception (Grabe, 1996) (Figure 1.16).

Some shots are defined by their perspective. Most shots in motion pictures present an objective perspective. The goal of motion picture photography is often to give the viewer a sense of observing events. The audience is generally a witness to the story on screen. By contrast, some shots are designed to present a subjective perspective. In this shot type, the purpose is to give the audience the sense of participating in the action and to give the audience the sense of being there. There is one shot type that is always subjective and that is the POV shot. Recall the example of Steve and the bully discussed above. We introduced the option of portraying the bully using a low-angle shot. This shot was designed to be from Steve’s “point of view” (POV).

One of the most remarkable examples of subjective cinematography is in Steven Spielberg’s portrayal of the landing at Omaha Beach in Saving Private Ryan (1998). The entire sequence on the beach is presented from a subjective POV. Some of the shots are character POV shots, while other shots are designed to look like hand-held documentary footage, implying the POV of a witness. Some shots are over-the-shoulder shots, such as the perspective from the enemy machine gun nest. The perspective in this sequence is always from within the action. A conventional way of constructing this scene would be to include an objective perspective once in a while, such as a wide shot from up high or far away to reorient the viewer, to give the viewer some emotional distance, and to give the audience the opportunity to break the psychological tension. Spielberg does not allow the viewer this retreat at any point during the entire battle scene, because the soldiers who were at the real Omaha Beach did not have the ability to step out of the action. The director wants the audience to feel that experience as powerfully as the art of film can allow (Figure 1.17).
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Figure 1.15 (a) Extreme long shot (ELS), (b) long shot (LS), (c) medium long shot (MLS), (d) medium shot (MS), (e) medium close-up (MCU), (f) close-up (CU), and (g) extreme close-up (ECU).
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Figure 1.16 Nonfiction production requires special attention to shot selection and optical commentary to portray people honestly. Gandhi’s Footsteps tells the story of prison reform in India. Courtesy of Filmakers Library.



Another interesting shot type defined by its perspective is the overhead shot. This is an objective perspective and arguably the most objective perspective possible. In the overhead shot, the camera is directly above the action pointing straight down. The overhead shot is sometimes referred to as the “God’s eye-view.” It implies a detached and all-observing perspective and is often used in narrative film to foreshadow impending doom (Psycho, 1960) or to show the aftermath of a terrible event (Taxi Driver, 1976).
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Figure 1.17 Saving Private Ryan conveys the unrelenting horror of the D-Day landing by trapping the audience in a subjective point of view. © Paramount Pictures.






Moving shot types


The elements discussed thus far emphasize the options available for static shots. In a static shot, the camera stays in a fixed position, typically on a tripod, and does not move once it is set. Motion picture, by its very definition, allows for movement (Figure 1.18).

A moving camera actively explores the environment. There are two shots that are defined by the pivot of the camera on an axis during the shot. The pan shot pivots the camera from side to side on a fixed point, such as a tripod head, or perhaps on a shoulder in hand-held recording. The pan is analogous to turning your head side to side as if you are scouting the horizon. The field of view is changed as the camera pivots on an axis, but the physical location of the camera does not change. Pans are often used to explore landscapes, or to shift the viewer’s attention from one part of a space to another. The tilt is similar, but the camera pivots on an axis to change the field of view up and down. This type of shot is most equivalent to moving your head up and down as if standing in front of a skyscraper and looking up.

The zoom shot is an optical effect that changes the perspective by magnifying part of a composition by adjusting the lens to make a portion of the field of view larger, thus highlighting it for the viewer. The foreground elements part outward in relationship to the background elements. This can also work in reverse. A shot can start out “tight” and might then “zoom out” to reveal the context of an element in the environment. The apparent size of the subject within the frame appears to grow larger or smaller without moving the camera. Zooms are considered unnatural since our eyes are incapable on emulating such movement and are rarely used in professional videos. A dolly shot is more often utilized to change the relationship between the objects in your composition by moving the camera toward or away from the subject.

A dolly shot moves the camera forward or backward through the environment, thus changing the audience’s perspective as well as the subjects’ relationship to the space. A tracking shot moves along the side of a moving subject on specially placed lengths of tracks. A trucking shot is one in which a camera is mounted on some kind of conveyance (car, helicopter, airplane, etc.). Some people refer to all moving camera shots that are executed using a wheeled support as “dolly shots” since this device is called a dolly. It is important to allow sufficient leadroom as you track a moving subject. You don’t want the audience to feel as though the camera is lagging, or as if the subject is about to smack into the side of the frame.
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Figure 1.18 Composition is often used to convey information about characters. What does this image say to you? Photo by Jim Bridges; Courtesy of Wild Bunch Films.



A crane shot emphasizes movement of the camera up and down. Unlike a tilt, which simply points the camera upward or downward to show the audience what is off in that direction, a crane shot physically moves the camera up or down to give the audience the sense of moving higher or lower through space. Crane shots are sometimes referred to as “jib shots” depending on the specific equipment being used.

The most basic, and in some ways most universal, way to move a camera is to go hand-held. This approach readily permits a wide range of creative movements. The hand-held camera can travel down narrow halls and stairwells, which would be a problem for a dolly. Achieving effective hand-held photography takes practice. When the camera work is too shaky, it can be distracting and disorienting for viewers. Specialized equipment, such as the Steadicam, greatly reduces the amount of unwanted shake from hand-held shots.






BUILDING BLOCKS OF VISUAL PROGRAMS


The smallest whole unit of measurement used to build motion pictures is the frame. The frame, in this context, is defined as a single image captured by the camera. Motion pictures are achieved by taking many individual pictures and stringing them together to create the illusion of movement. Motion pictures most often utilize 30 (video) or 24 (film) frames per second to create the sense of movement at normal speed.

A contiguous series of frames recorded from a single starting of the camera to the single stopping of the camera is called a shot. There can be anywhere from one frame to many thousands of frames in a single shot. Once the visual program is edited, the shot as it appears in the final program might be shorter than the shot as originally recorded by the camera. Perhaps, one shot will be cut up and appear as many separate shots in the final program. In the editing phase, the shot is defined in the same way. It is a continuous series of frames without interruption.

A scene is a single shot, or a series of shots, that portrays events unified in time, theme, and location. Some films (Rope, 1948; My Dinner with Andre, 1981) take place at a single location and in a unified flow of time. It is, therefore, the content, or theme, that will define the scene breaks in these cases. If the patrons of our dinner get up and leave the restaurant, or if there is a change in time and we jump forward to another day, these changes will also define the start of a new scene.

The sequence is unified in theme and takes place in contiguous screen time, but it might not be unified in either dramatic time or location. Dramatic time is the way time progresses in the program, which is typically much faster than real time. For example, there might a sequence in a television program that shows someone rushing to clean up a home before a surprise party. We might see the person cleaning the living room, then vacuuming the bedroom, and so on. While it would take an hour to clean the house in reality, the show condenses this action to 30 seconds, thus defining the action as a sequence. This series of shots is unified in theme, but disconnected in both time and location as the person moves from room to room. A classic example of a sequence is the “dream sequence.” Dreams often involve movement from one location to another, and a shift in content, but the dream itself is the unifying element, thus defining the sequence. Sequences that manipulate time, location, and/or theme to compress events are sometime referred to as a montage.

A series of scenes can be joined together to create acts. The acts taken together create the structure of the feature, episode, or program. The final program is not necessarily the largest unit of measurement in visual storytelling. Television episodes are units of the season, which, in turn, are units of the series. Feature films might comprise components of a trilogy, such as the The Lord of The Rings trilogy. Star Wars is an example of an even larger story structure, spanning many films to tell the entire story and even creating ancillary films to explore character’s backstories.




TRANSITIONS


Transitions are used in video production to link shots, scenes, and acts together. Different transitions communicate different meanings, and when chosen thoughtfully, the creative use of transitions enhances your ability to communicate ideas and tell stories. The most common transition is the cut. A cut simply joins one shot to the next. The last frame of one shot is followed visually by the first frame of the next shot. It is that simple.

A fade is a shot that either appears gradually or disappears gradually. When a shot appears gradually, it is called a fade-in. A shot that disappears gradually is a fade-out. Shots that fade are usually linked to black. For example, a program might start with a black screen and then the first shot will fade-in. Many visual programs end the same way and the last shot will “fade to black.” In some cases, a shot will fade to black and then the next shot will fade-in from black. This is called a “dip to black,” and it is used to designate act breaks, or to signify a significant lapse in time, which is sometimes accompanied by a significant change in theme and physical location. The fade is considered a strong transition, and it is generally advised that it be used at the beginning and ending of a video and only sparingly within the body of the program.

A dissolve is a more technically complex transition than a fade, but a less dramatic one in terms of its meaning. In a dissolve, the end of one shot fades out while the beginning of the next shot simultaneously fades in. This creates a time during the transition when both shots are visible at the same time. For this reason, the dissolve is sometimes referred to as an overlap (or lap) dissolve. Since the dissolve involves the simultaneous fading in and out of two shots, it is also sometimes called a cross-fade. Like the fade to black, the dissolve generally implies the passage of time, and this sometimes includes a change in location. A dissolve is likely to be used to express a shorter passage of time than a dip to black (Figure 1.19).
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Figure 1.19 Basic transitions and their common meanings.






CREATING A SCENE


Just as a single frame can constitute a shot, so too can a single shot constitute a scene. There are remarkable examples in film of complex interactions unfolding through a scene that is comprised of a single shot. Robert Altman’s The Player (1991) begins with an eight-minute scene that is one continuous shot. Director Noah Baumbach (Mistress America 2015, Frances Ha 2012) likes to see how much of the story he can tell with one shot. He enjoys the simplicity of letting the actors’ performances carry the story. Most scenes, however, are comprised of a variety of shots put into a logical order to move the audience through the scene and the story.

Crafting a scene requires recording a variety of shots and assembling them in an order to tell the story. There are many possible approaches to shooting and editing scenes, but to get started, we will explore the standard method for creating scenes. This standard method is known as the master scene method. Since it is the industry standard for constructing scenes, it is sometimes called classical style editing.



The master scene method


The master scene method is used to construct scenes in a consistent and logical manner. The first shot of a scene is often an establishing shot. The establishing shot tells the audience where they are. The establishing shot might be an exterior shot, such as a city skyline or a restaurant storefront, or the establishing shot might be an interior shot, such as the wide expanse of a hotel casino floor. A scene need not always include an establishing shot, particularly if it should be obvious to the audience where they are, or if you are returning to a location that you have already established in another scene earlier in the program.

The anchor of the master scene method is the master shot. The master shot captures the entire range of action in the scene. For example, a scene involving two people having a romantic dinner might begin with a “master shot” that includes the table and the two patrons sitting across from each other. Since the master shot contains all the action of the scene, it is often a wide shot. The scene is constructed in editing by starting with the master shot and inserting other shots to direct the audience’s attention to specific elements of interest. In the case of our romantic dinner, the scene might cross-cut between CUs of the two characters as they talk. We might see one character from the other character’s POV, or we might adopt a character’s perspective using an over-the-shoulder shot. The scene might show a CU of the characters hands as they present an engagement ring, and the next shot might be a reaction shot of the other character as they realize what is happening (Figure 1.20).
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Figure 1.20 A scene is often constructed by inserting cut-ins within a master shot to reveal detail and to direct the audience’s attention. The above four photos include a master shot and three possible cut-ins. Figure 2 shows camera positions. Photos Courtesy of William Olsen; Illustration by Jesse Knight.





Shooting a master scene


When filming a scene using the master scene method, the camera often records a master shot first to capture all of the relevant action. It is common for the actors to play the entire scene from this angle. It might require several takes to get it right. For long scenes, it is not unusual for the director to pick up the scene somewhere in the middle if there is a mistake. If the director feels that the first half of the scene was captured well, they might have the actors perform only the second half of the scene on later takes. This can work because the director knows that the editor will be able to seamlessly integrate elements from the first half of the master shot and elements from subsequent takes of the second half of the master shot.

After the crew captures the master shot of our couple sharing a romantic dinner, it is then time to gather other shots to cut into the master shot to provide shot variety and to direct the audience’s attention. The director might order the camera to be moved to a position behind a character’s shoulder. From this position, the camera operator can record shots to be inserted in the scene. The crew might capture a shot from this angle of a character reaching into their pocket and pulling out the ring. They might record a CU of the character, saying “Will you marry me?” and so on. Once all of the shots from this camera position are recorded, the crew moves the camera to another position. The camera operator might record a CU of the reaction to the proposal. Sometimes it is appropriate to play the scene all the way through from many angles; other times only specific parts of the scene might be recorded from certain angles. The more coverage there is of a scene, the more options the editor will have. Careful planning, however, is required to ensure against overshooting, which can waste valuable time.

The shots of the character reaching into their pocket and the reaction shot are called cut-ins. Cut-ins highlight details of the master shot. Another type of shot used in building a master scene is the cut-away. Cut-aways show the audience detail outside the master shot. For example, showing the reaction of a couple at a table across the room, or showing the kitchen door as a server emerges with a bottle of champagne are examples of cut-aways that might be inserted into this scene.

A primary function of the master shot is to provide a reference for the editor to pace the construction of the scene. Editors often lay down the master shot first and then replace parts of it, shot-by-shot, with various cut-ins. It is not unusual for a master shot to be almost completely removed by the end of the editing process.






CONTINUITY


Have you ever watched a film and seen someone’s shirt collar change position from one shot to the next, or seen a glass of water magically get fuller when the camera changes angles? These are examples of continuity errors. When constructing a visual program, it is important to understand and observe issues of continuity.

Things such as missing earrings or changing hairstyles are factors of physical continuity. Sometimes cut-ins recorded for a master scene will be shot much later than the original master shot. It is essential that the elements of these shots match up. Keeping track of continuity can be more difficult than you might imagine. It includes not only the clothes of the actors and the props but also the way the light falls on the subjects, the exact position of each actors’ arms, hands, hair, and so on. Playing back previous recordings of master shots and cut-ins and taking still photos are helpful in monitoring and maintaining continuity. Often, it is valuable to assign the role of observing and maintaining physical continuity to a crew member. All major productions have at least one person whose exclusive task is maintaining continuity. This person is referred to as the script supervisor.



Overlapping action


Temporal continuity is maintaining consistent use of time. One valuable way to maintain temporal continuity as you build a scene is to make sure to record overlapping action from one camera angle to the next. Assume, for example, that your plan is to show a CU of a person sitting in a chair as the phone rings, followed by an LS of the character walking across the floor to answer the phone. Beginning filmmakers sometimes make the mistake of not overlapping the action between shots. The inexperienced director might have the person in the chair begin to stand up and then yell, “Cut!” After the camera is set to the new position for the LS, the director then has the actor walk across the floor from the location of the chair. When the team gets into the editing process, they learn that in neither the CU nor the LS did they record the action of the character standing up. There is no way to cut these two shots together without a break in continuity. If the editor tries to link these two shots, the actor will appear to be sitting and then they will be instantly standing. This type of continuity error, when a person or object instantly moves from one location to another, is known as a jump cut, and it is a temporal continuity error as it breaks the realistic movement though time.

The solution to this potential problem is to make sure to overlap the action. In the CU, the actor should execute the action of standing up and then start to walk across the room. The director might want to keep the camera rolling even after the actor has walked out of the frame. To prepare for the LS, the actor should sit back down, and the shot should include the entire action of standing up and walking across the room. Now the editor has several editing options and can choose to make the cut between the CU and the LS before, during, or after the person stands. Overlapping action helps maintain continuity and provides more editing choices.




The line


There is an imaginary line that exists in every scene, and knowing how to work with this line will help you maintain spatial continuity. Consider our dining couple. In this case, the most standard way to define the location of “the line” is to imagine that a line passes between the two characters along their line of sight as they look at each other. The line is also known as the axis of action. Why do we need to have this imaginary line?

When you watch a play on stage, your view of the actors is always from the same perspective. This keeps you oriented to what is happening on stage, but a motion picture changes perspective as the camera changes angles. The value of an imaginary line is illustrated in the following example. Typically, as you watch a football game on television, all of the cameras covering the game are set on one side of the field. The POV never cuts from the 50-yard line of one side of the field to the 50-yard line of the other. Why not? If these two shots were placed in the program in succession, it would appear as though the teams suddenly reversed direction and that the offensive team is now running the wrong way. In this case, the “line” exists between the two teams as they face each other. The line runs down the center of the field from end zone to end zone (Figure 1.21).

The line defines the 180-degree rule. Once you establish your imaginary line, you are free to place your camera anywhere on one side of that line; thus, you have 180 degrees of a semicircle to work in. “Crossing the line” puts you at risk of reversing screen direction, and disorienting the viewer. Experiments show that violating the 180-degree rule confuses and distracts the audience significantly (d’Ydewalle, 1998). However, there are circumstances in which crossing the line will not disorient the viewer. You can place the camera directly on the line. This will allow you the freedom to move to either side of the line in the next shot. You can move the camera across the line during a shot. If the audience has the experience of crossing the line during a shot with a moving camera, this will allow subsequent shots to take place on the other side of the line. Also, if the characters change their positions, or if a new character enters the scene, these factors can justify the establishment of a new line. A character exiting the scene can also serve as a justification for establishing a new line.
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Figure 1.21 When shooting a scene, you must be aware of “the line” (the axis of action). As a general rule, you can place the camera within a 180-degree radius on one side of the line. Jesse Knight.



It is possible to cross the line without disorienting the viewer in circumstances other than the exceptions listed here, but such constructions require skill, practice, and an advanced understanding of the language of motion pictures and audience perception. In general, for your early projects, you should be aware of where your axis of action exists in a scene and keep your cameras on one side of that axis.




Eyelines


Closely related to the 180-degree rule are the issues of eyelines.
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