CHAPTER 9

The Shoot

movie. The second part is about camerawork and directing, for both narra-

tive (fiction) and documentary. Because shooting a movie draws on all the
skills and techniques of filmmaking, in some sense all the other chapters in the
book are relevant to this one. More specifically regarding the choices made by
the director or camera operator, it’s important to have an understanding of cameras
(Chapters 3 and 6), lenses (Chapter 4) and editing (Chapter 13).

The first part of this chapter is about planning and preparing to shoot your

PREPARING FOR THE SHOOT

Preparing well for your shoot can mean the difference between an organized,
productive filming experience and a chaotic, haphazard one. Actually, shooting
movies is almost always chaotic—there are an enormous number of things going
on at once, decisions being made, events out of your control—but if you're pre-
pared, and lucky, it will be a kind of controlled chaos that results in getting the
footage you need while staying close to your schedule and budget and keeping
everyone relatively happy.

Preparation can take many different forms. For a director, it may mean previsu-
alizing the action and camerawork. Alfred Hitchcock prepared so meticulously—
working out the entire film beforehand—that he claimed that shooting was an
uneventful execution of the movie he’d already seen in his mind.

For a producer, preparation means hiring a good team and making sure the re-
sources needed are available on time. No matter what budget you’re working with,
there are always financial pressures, and you may not be able to deliver what’s on
everyone’s wish list. Knowing which things you can do without—and which you
can’t—is part of the producer’s skill.

For the director of photography, preparation means having the equipment you
need, knowing how to use it, and being confident that it’s working. Together with
the director you’ll have worked out a visual style and, depending on the shoot,
planned individual shots, angles, and lighting.

Some shoots can be planned to the nubs; others have to be highly improvised in
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the moment. As a Roman philosopher said, “Luck is what happens when prepara-
tion meets opportunity.” Two thousand years later, it’s a tired cliché, but still useful
for film shoots.

STORY AND SCRIPT

Script Preparation

Narrative films often begin with a story or treatment. Then a more detailed
screenplay (script) is written. What stories you choose to tell, and how you struc-
ture them, is up to you and beyond the scope of this book. There are many screen-
writing guides (see Bibliography). It’s important to put the script in standard page
format (in terms of margins and headings) since it’s expected by actors and execu-
tives, and, especially if you’re a novice, you want to show that you understand in-
dustry practice. You can use a scriptwriting program like Final Draft or just use a
word processor.

When writing a script to be read by potential funders or actors, it’s a good idea
to keep camera direction and blocking (the actors’ movements) to a minimum. The
reader should experience the movie as it will play on screen and not be burdened by
the mechanics of how it’s put together. However, as you approach production, a
shooting script should be prepared that includes numbered scenes, more detailed
camera angles, and more specific action notes. The director will also draw up his or
her own notes about details of shot coverage and blocking.

Before you go into production, every scene and description in the script should
be considered for its financial and technical implications. You can hire a production
manager or other experienced person to draw up a budget based on what’s written.
It’s one thing to script a shot where the camera flies over the ocean and comes to
rest on an extreme close-up of your character on the beach, but unless you can af-
ford a helicopter and the time to execute the shot (or have the means to do this as a
digital effect), take it out of the script. Similarly, be sure the total number of scenes
and locations is within your budget. See p. 319 for more on script breakdown.

When you read the screenplay of a movie you admire, or recall the dialogue in a
memorable scene, it’s sometimes surprising how few words are used. Powerful mo-
ments in films are often made up of looks, actions, and relatively terse exchanges
rather than long stretches of expository dialogue. Novice (and experienced) film-
makers often find in the editing room that scenes play better with much less dia-
logue than was written (see Chapter 13). This is in part because of pacing, and in
part because some things you might think need to be explained actually play better
when the audience makes the connections themselves. Be sure to read through
every line of dialogue aloud before going into production. This is often best done
with the actors (see below). There’s no better time to trim dialogue and entire
scenes than before you shoot!

Another consideration in preparing the script is estimating how long the fin-
ished film will run. You may want to hit a standard length, such as ninety minutes or
two hours, and you may be required to if a contract calls for it. There’s a general as-
sumption that scripts in standard layout run about a page a minute. Dialogue
scenes are more predictable than action scenes in terms of the relationship of page
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length to running time. Even so, some dialogue is delivered as rapid-fire repartee
and some is slow and filled with pauses. You can estimate running time by speaking
the lines with a stopwatch.

You may want to have a lawyer or script service vet the screenplay for any poten-
tial legal issues. For example, if you have a character named Roy Cornelius who
lives on Houston Street in New York, you’ll want to check that there isn’t a real
person with that name on that street. If the script calls for a specific piece of music
to be performed or used, that will also need to be cleared. For more on legal and
clearance issues, see Chapter 19.

Rehearsal and Previsualization

If you were setting out to design an environment that fosters creativity and re-
laxed, fresh thinking, a film shoot would 7ot be it. On a typical day, if you’re not al-
ready behind schedule, you will be if you stop too long to ponder. Not to mention
the fact that there may be hordes of people busily executing the ideas as planned,
who won’t be happy when you decide to change everything at the last moment.

There are many ways to explore, experiment, rehearse, and previsualize before
you actually go into production.

Having a group of actors read through the script gives you a chance to hear the
dialogue and get ideas for direction. Reading with the actual actors who will play
the parts can be a productive time to work out scene ideas and to form relation-
ships. Some directors insist on rehearsal time. Director Mike Leigh uses rehearsal
as a time when the actors can actually shape the story and dialogue. Other directors
prefer that actors do the material fresh on the shoot with little prep. There are
benefits to rehearsing in a separate space prior to the pressures of production, but
sometimes you just have to rehearse in the moment on the set.

The physical aspects of the set or location are an integral part of how the scene
is blocked and shot. Sometimes the physical space is designed or modified accord-
ing to how you want to play the scene,
and sometimes you’re on location and
just have to use what you've got. It’s very
helpful for a director to spend some time slow mova

in the space to plan the scene. Often this - A
is best done with the art director, direc- /
tor of photography, and others to block \;3\ %5
out set design, props, camerawork, and @
lighting (see below). Shoot stills and/or
video for later reference. —
Drawing up simple sketches of cam- O
era angles and blocking can be extremely
helpful as a way to plan and as a tool -

for communicating with the crew (see B | -
[

CRits

Fig. 9-1). The DP may also want to -
make charts of lighting setups. L

Storyboards are shot-by-shot drawings Fig. 9-1. Making simple sketches of block-
of how the action and camerawork are  ingand camera angles is a good way to plan
supposed to play on screen. These can  scene coverage.
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be particularly useful for effects shots and complex setups where many people may
be needed to make the shot work. A storyboard artist may draw them or you might
make sketches yourself. Computer storyboarding programs, such as StoryBoard
Quick and StoryBoard Artist, may save time and can be helpful if you lack drawing
skills (see Fig. 9-2).! Some directors use detailed storyboards as a way to previsual-
ize a scene; others find them limiting. Often there are many changes between the
storyboard and what is actually shot and edited into the movie.

Fig. 9-2. Storyboards can be created with programs like StoryBoard Artist. (PowerProduc-
tion Software. www.storyboardartist.com)

Some filmmakers like to rehearse not just the actors but the entire movie, in-
cluding shooting and editing. Francis Coppola and others have used video as a tool
to essentially shoot a rough draft of a movie (or scenes) and edit prior to produc-
tion. You might go out with a small-format video camera and experiment with cam-
era angles, moves, dialogue, or blocking. Cut it together and see how it flows. Even
if you can’t shoot the real locations or real actors, you’ll get ideas, which you’ll ei-
ther use for the movie, or you'll realize—with plenty of time to make a new plan—
that you want to do something completely different.

1. Computer programs can also simulate a camera moving through a physical space, showing you
what the camera would see as it moves. These can be used as a way to plan set construction or to build a
CGI shot.
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THE CREW AND LOCATION

Production Tasks

The following is a brief description of the roles of key members of a large
Hollywood-type film production unit, which gives an idea of the range of tasks in-
volved in a movie shoot. The use of terms like cameraman is not meant to imply
that the job is performed by a male.

"The producer raises the money for a production and often creates the “package,”
which may include the script (/iterary property), the director, and the actors. The
producer is responsible for the budget and the overall production and can hire and
fire personnel. The director is responsible for the production unit, translating the
script into visual terms, and directing the actors. In some television productions,
the producer’s functions overlap with those of a film director.

Fig. 9-3. The large production unit on location. A production still from Lady Tubbs (Uni-
versal, 1935) shows a tripod-mounted, blimped camera on a platform that serves as a dolly
and can be pushed along the tracks by the grips. Note the microphone boom and the reflec-
tors used to fill in the harsh shadows created by the sun. (Universal Pictures)

The director of photography (DP or DoP), also called the cinemarographer, first
cameraman, or lighting cameraman, composes the shots, plans camera movements,
and decides how to light scenes, usually in consultation with the director. On small
units, the DP may operate the camera, but on large units, the camera operator or
second cameraman sets the controls and operates the camera during a take. The first

Excerpt from The Filmmaker's Handbook: a Comprehensive Guide for the Digital Age

(c) Steven Ascher
Click here for more info and to order:
www.westcityfilms.com/handbook.html



http://westcityfilms.com/handbook.html

316 THE FILMMAKER’S HANDBOOK

assistant cameraman (I1st AC) operates the follow focus, checks the gate for dirt, and
manages the camera equipment. The second assistant or clapper loader operates the
slate, loads film, and keeps the camera report sheet.

On a digital cinematography or video shoot, job descriptions are somewhat dif-
ferent, as there’s no film to load or gates to check, but include other responsibilities,
such as managing tapes or data files, setting up monitors, and so forth. A DIT (digi-
tal image technician) may be on the crew to adjust camera parameters and supervise
recording.

"The gaffer and a crew of electricians place the lights as directed by the DP. The
best boy or second electric assists the gaffer in setting up lights and cables. The grips
move things around, place props, and build scaffolds and other rigging for cameras
or lights. The dolly grip pushes the dolly. The sound department is run by the sound
recordist or mixer, who records the sound and directs the boom operator, who maneu-
vers the microphone, sometimes assisted by a cablerman.

The script supervisor is responsible for continuity and making sure shots match
in everything from weather to hairdo and that everything has been shot from the
angles called for in the script. The first assistant director (1st AD) maintains order on
the set, makes sure the needed actors and crew are present, and controls extras in
crowd scenes. The second AD assists in these tasks.

"The second unit is usually responsible for stunts, crowd scenes, battle scenes, and
special effects—essentially those scenes that are shot without sound. These scenes
have their own director and camera crew.

"The unit production manager (UPM) does a breakdown of scenes so that they can
be filmed as economically as possible. The UPM is responsible for the relation be-
tween the production and outside labor and suppliers. He or she works with the
first AD to keep the production on schedule. A Jine producer performs similar tasks
in a supervisory role. A production coordinator handles details such as shipping, trans-
port, and lodging. A location manager or scout finds locations as needed and helps
arrange logistics.

Production design, art direction, set construction, props, makeup, hairdressing,
costume design, wardrobe on the set, and countless other jobs are specialized tasks
that each require one or more people to perform them. Production assistants (PAs)
are low-paid “gofers” (go for this, go for that) who do all sorts of underappreciated
tasks. Don’t confuse PAs with APs (associate producers).

Production stills (photographs of the actors or crew on the set) are shot by a stil/
photograpber. On a production of any size, do not neglect to have production stills
made; they are invaluable in promoting the film and are difficult to create after the
production is finished (see Chapter 19).

Job responsibilities vary by country and by type of production. On union pro-
ductions, union rules determine much of standard industry practice. The crew is
divided into departments (camera, sound, art, etc.), each with a department head,
and there are rules about what duties fall within or outside a given job’s jurisdic-
tion. For example, the camera crew often cannot touch a lighting fixture. On
nonunion or smaller productions, there may be significant overlap in responsibili-
ties, and one person may be called on to perform a variety of tasks.
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Crew Size

While big studio productions are made with the full-sized crews just discussed,
many dramas are shot with much smaller crews. Some documentary filmmakers
like to shoot alone, working unobtrusively with a small video camera. A small docu-
mentary crew might consist of a cameraperson and a sound recordist, with either or
both functioning as director. A third person may be needed to manage equipment,
drive the car, help set up lights, and run errands. In documentaries, the smaller the
crew, the better the access to the subjects being filmed and the less disruption to
their lives.

In all types of productions there can be advantages to small crews. Aside from
keeping the budget lower, small crews can move quickly and gain access to certain
locations, such as city streets, small houses, or mountaintops that would be difficult
for larger crews. Finding the right crew size is a balancing act. If the crew is too
small for the complexity of the production, crew members get overburdened and
the work becomes inefficient and slow. However, as crew size grows, there is a kind
of instant multiplying effect: More people require more support (cars, meals, ac-
commodations), which requires more people.

See p. 729 for the business aspects of hiring crew.

Casting

For any production that involves actors, casting is vital. Finding actors who are
not just right for their roles but who also work well as an ensemble can make all the
difference. If the casting is good, the director’s job is enormously easier. If the cast-
ing is bad, a great script and director may not be able to save the project.

Professionals usually work with a casting director or a casting agency that has
files on hundreds of actors and conducts regular auditions for new talent. For a
Hollywood picture, a talent agency might assemble a “package” of lead actors for a
project. Casting websites can give you quick access to a pool of actors in various
cities. Beware of actors’ headshots (posed photos)—they can be very misleading.
Some producers hold open auditions, advertised to the general public; if you do
this, be prepared to find a few undiscovered gems and a lot of people who have lit-
tle experience and less ability.

For a dramatic feature, having some name-brand stars may enable you to get fi-
nancing and is a boon for marketing. Many stars have been known to appear in
low-budget films if the script is good and the number of days required is small.

Depending on the production, you may have a choice whether to work with
union or nonunion actors. Union actors are generally more experienced and ex-
pensive, though they may defer their salaries for students. For more on unions and
hiring actors, see p. 730.

It’s essential to videotape auditions—you won’t be able to trust your memory
after seeing dozens of people. You want to find out how well actors take direction, so
ask them to try their lines a few different ways. Often, it’s best to have people audi-
tion in pairs. Pay attention not just to line readings, but to how actors handle them-
selves when they’re listening. A major part of acting is nonverbal.
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Location Planning

Whenever possible, locations should be scouted in advance; the British call it
doing a recce (from “reconnaissance”). For a documentary, the director and cine-
matographer might just do a quick check to see what they’ll need to work at the lo-
cation. For a drama or other more controlled shoot, the production manager,
designer, and/or art director may also come along to evaluate what must be built or
changed. Bring a still camera and/or video camera to record the layout of the space.
A video camera or director’s finder (a small handheld finder for viewing a scene at
different focal lengths) is useful to block out shots. The location should be checked
for a variety of needs:

1. Direction. Is the space adequate for shooting? Are the rooms cramped or is
there enough space to get the camera back away from the action? If a dolly
will be used, is there room for the tracks? Are the walls, furniture, or art-
work usable for your movie or will they need to be changed? Any problems
with views out windows? For an exterior location, will there be a problem
with crowd control?

2. Lighting. What is the natural light and how is it expected to change over
the time of the shoot, from morning to night? How much artificial light
will you need? Are the ceilings high enough to hide lights out of frame?
How much electric power is there; will generators or other sources be nec-
essary (see Chapter 12)?

3. Camera. Will any special lenses be needed (for example, a wide-angle for
small spaces)? Can the usual camera supports be used or will you work
handheld or with a Steadicam? Will you need to adjust camera, filters, or
film stocks due to high or low light levels?

4. Sound. Is the location quiet enough to shoot? Is it under an airport flight
path or near a highway? Do the floors squeak when you walk on them? Is
the space too reverberant (see Chapter 11)?

5. Production support. Is there adequate parking or can permits be obtained
to reserve more? Are there enough bathrooms? Are there staging areas
where equipment, wardrobe, and makeup can be set up separately from the
shooting area? Will you need fans or air conditioners to keep the space
from getting too hot? Is the location difficult to find?

Finding a good location that suits all your needs is difficult. Often, filmmakers will
shoot exteriors in one place, and the interior that is meant to represent the inside of
that building in an entirely different place. If the production budget will support it,
shooting in a studio can solve many of the typical problems of locations. Even on a
low-budget production, a quiet space, a few flats (movable walls), and some props can
take you a long way if you have good lighting and clever art direction.

You may need a location release, a permit, or an insurance bond to shoot at
some locations (see Chapter 19). Many states have film bureaus that will help you
obtain permits and scout locations.
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SCHEDULING AND BUDGETING

Script Breakdown and Scheduling

As you prepare for shooting, every scene in the script is broken down for the
production elements required. A script breakdown sheet lists the people and resources
needed for each scene, including cast (both principal players and extras); crew;
stunts; props; wardrobe; makeup/hair; vehicles; special effects and equipment;
music; and so on. The production board (also called production strip board) is a chart
with strips of paper for each scene, color coded according to whether the scene is
interior or exterior, day or night. Strips can be moved around to form the schedule

and modify it as necessary. This organizational system can also be done on a com-
puter with software like Movie Magic’s EP Scheduling (see Fig. 9-4).
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Fig. 9-4. Movie Magic’s EP Scheduling. (left) A breakdown sheet for each scene with tal-
ent, props, and equipment needs. (middle) Stripboard for planning the shooting schedule.
(Entertainment Partners)

Production scheduling is a complex task that takes experience to do well. The
goal is to maximize efficiency and make the best use of time when you have a par-
ticular actor, are at a particular location, or have particular crew members on board.

A key question is how much to shoot in the sequence of the story versus shoot-
ing in whatever order will save the most time and money. With some stories, there
may be benefits to working chronologically. For example, a film about two people
meeting and developing a relationship may be performed more naturally by actors
who are just getting to know each other in the early scenes and have the experience
of the shoot behind them for later scenes in the movie. However, shooting in se-
quence is often a luxury you can’t afford. Typically, you need to film all the scenes
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that occur in one location at the same time. Its just too inefficient to return to the
same place to set up multiple times.

The production team will work faster and get more comfortable with one an-
other after working together a while, which argues for shooting relatively easy
scenes first, then doing scenes that are more complex technically (or, for actors,
emotionally) later on. Actually, crews often go through an arc: Things are bumpy at
first, after a while they get into a groove, and then, as exhaustion sets in, they get
more ragged.

You need to plan for the unexpected. If you're shooting an exterior on Tuesday,
be prepared if it rains to shoot the interior that was previously scheduled for Thurs-
day. Have a backup schedule in case an actor gets sick or some special equipment
breaks down. Duplicate wardrobes and props allow the production to continue
even when a prop has been misplaced or a shirt has gotten dirty. Backup locations
allow you to continue if plans fall through.

It’s always tricky to estimate how long it will take to shoot a scene, especially if
you don’t have a lot of experience. Professional productions have standard expecta-
tions about how many pages are shot per day; the pace is faster for television than
for studio film productions. Dialogue scenes may go faster than action scenes that
require many camera setups (lots of short scenes often take longer than a few long
ones). The pace of shooting is usually dictated by the budget. If you can afford only
two days at a location, you’ll have to get the scenes there done in that time even if it
means compromising the original plan. It’s not uncommon to go into a shoot with a
long list of camera setups on the schedule, then pare the list down to bare essentials
as the time—and, often, the light—run out.

Key considerations are how many hours each day you work, and how many days
each week. If you’re working with union talent or crew, there are rules governing
this and financial consequences if you go overtime. Nonunion shoots have the same
issues, but negotiations have to be done on an individual basis.

On some productions, everything is shot during the period of principal photog-
raphy. On others, time is left in the schedule for reshoots (often after editing has
begun) or for the occasional pickup shor needed to fill in a gap or transition. ADR
may be needed to replace dialogue before the mix (see p. 492). It’s smart to antici-
pate these thing by building it into the schedule and your contract with the actors.

See Chapter 19 for more on budgeting and business arrangements.

The Shooting Ratio

When drawing up a budget and a plan, the question arises: How much material
is going to be shot? The total amount of footage shot is invariably greater than the
length of the final edited movie. The ratio of total footage filmed to final footage
(the shooting ratio) varies widely by type of movie, budget, and director’s style. An
unscripted documentary might be shot at 40:1 or higher, while a carefully planned
fiction film might be on the order of 5:1 or 15:1. These estimates may mean noth-
ing for your particular production or way of working, as you may like to shoot
much more or much less depending on your style and the demands of the project.

On a drama, the footage shot will depend on several factors: the length of the
script; how many scenes there are; the number of different camera angles (setups)
required; how many takes of each need to be shot. Sometimes directors shoot a
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whole scene in wide shot, then reshoot the whole scene again in close-up to give
the most flexibility in editing. This results in a higher shooting ratio than if you de-
cide in advance that you’ll only film, say, the opening and closing of the scene in
wide shot and do the bulk of the dialogue in close-up. By “pre-editing” in this way
you’ll save time in the shoot and reduce the amount of footage; you’ll also reduce
your options in the editing room somewhat.

No matter how predictable you assume the action, the unexpected always seems
to happen: changes in the weather, flubbed lines, or technical difficulties with pic-
ture or sound. Additional takes are invariably needed in acted work, and documen-
tary is always unpredictable.

One of the biggest factors in the shooting ratio is whether you’re shooting video
or film. Film is obviously expensive, so there’s always pressure not to shoot too
much. Video is much cheaper on a per-minute basis, so people tend to shoot it at a
much higher ratio than film. When you shoot film, you have to edit in your head
and make every foot of film count. With a video camera, it’s almost harder to turn it
off than to just keep shooting. The benefit of video is a more relaxed feeling on the
shoot. You can take bigger risks in terms of trying things out, letting actors play
around with a scene, or not stopping and restarting everything between takes. With
unpredictable documentary scenes, video may allow you to capture things that you
couldn’t afford to shoot with film.

However, there can be real problems with shooting too much. First is the extra
cost for stock and processing (yes, even video may have processing costs due to
dubbing, downconversion, or storage). Also there may be added production time
and hassles in the editing room. Managing a project that has hours and hours of
material can be a headache and may require many days simply to view and log the
footage. When cutting individual scenes, video camerawork can often be too re-
laxed and rambling. Shots may have no particular beginning or end, and may be
impossible to cut. It’s interesting to note that students who first learn how to shoot
on film tend to shoot more carefully and thoughtfully than those who started with
video.

With experience, you will find the ratio that’s right for your style of working.

ORGANIZING EQUIPMENT

Equipment Prep

Equipment for a shoot may belong to you, people you hire, a rental house, or a
school or other institution (see Renting Versus Buying Equipment, p. 731). Prior
to the shoot, the equipment package needs to be assembled and tested to be sure
everything’s working. For camera tests, see Chapters 3, 6, and 7. For audio equip-
ment, see Chapter 11. The night before the shoot, make sure that replaceable bat-
teries are fresh and rechargeable batteries are charged (see Chapter 3).

If you're traveling to the location, use solid shipping cases to protect the gear in
vehicles or planes. Many people prefer to hand-carry the camera itself and delicate
lenses or audio gear on planes (see p. 176). Bring batteries when hand-carrying; in-
spectors may demand that you operate the equipment to show it’s legit. See p. 274
for shipping film.
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Having your equipment and supplies well organized and easily accessible is ex-
tremely important. In the pressure of a shoot, you want to be able to quickly put
your hands on whatever you need. When shooting with a large crew and plenty of
support vehicles, things can be divided into many cases or storage containers.
However, when you need to pack light for portability—and especially when work-
ing alone—having the right amount of gear in the right cases makes a huge differ-
ence. Particularly for documentary work, you’ll want a soft shoulder bag or belt bag
for tapes and batteries and such that you can wear while shooting. Portabrace
makes a nice case for small video cameras that has a detachable inner bag for run-
and-gun situations and the main bag (for protecting the camera) is compact enough
that you can wear it while shooting if you have to (see Fig. 11-1).

A Field Package

The following is a basic list of equipment for a professional field shoot in video
or film. Depending on your camera and production style, you may need more or
less stuff. All items are discussed elsewhere in the book.

VIDEO CAMERA

Camera with zoom lens

Soft camera case

"Tripod with fluid head and spreader

Three or four batteries, with charger

AC power supply

Wide-angle adaptor

Field monitor

Cables for camera-to-monitor
connection plus spares (often

BNC-to-BNC cables)

FILM CAMERA

Camera body and zoom lens

"Two or three magazines

Three batteries and charger

Tripod with fluid head, spreader

Wide-angle adaptor or prime lenses

Lens shade or matte box with support

85 and ND filters; close-up diopters;
polarizer

Barney; French flag

Zoom lever or motor

Light meters, changing bag

Camera tape and other accessories
(see p. 253)

AUDIO FOR VIDEO

Shotgun (hyper-cardioid) mic

Lavalier mic; assorted clips

Wireless transmitter and receiver

Fishpole mic boom with shock
mount

Zeppelin windscreen or Softie

Field mixer

Headphones

Cables for mic-to-mixer and
camera-to-mixer connections

(often XLR-to-XLR)

AUDIO FOR FILM OR
DOUBLE SYSTEM VIDEO

Audio recorder

Mics, boom, and windscreen
Slate; timecode generator
Headphones

Field mixer, if needed

Mic cables and spares
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LIGHTING AND GRIP OTHER LIGHTING AND GRIP
Lighting units, spare bulbs C-stands with arms
AC power cables; cube taps or Sand or water bags

power strips Flags, silks, nets (various sizes)

Gels, CTB, and CTO (small sheets Foam-core or white bounce cards
for lights, large rolls for windows) ~ Dolly; curved and straight

Spun and/or other diffusion track and wedges (if applicable)
Collapsible reflector Apple boxes

Assorted clamps, clips, hangers Sound blankets

Clothespins, sash cord, etc. Overhead with silk, net and solid
Gaffer’s tape; black wrap Photofloods; fuses

Dimmers "Tie-in cables and boxes

COMPOSITION AND
SHOT SELECTION

SCENES AND TAKES

A script is divided into a series of scemes—a scene is an event that takes place in
one setting in a continuous time period. However, when someone walks from one
room to another and the camera is moved to a new location, it is often considered
two separate scenes in the script. A sequence is generally a scene or a series of scenes
that make up a unit. For example, you might refer to the “baptism sequence” in The
Godfather, which includes a scene in a church intercut with a series of scenes of
murders being committed around the city.

A scene may be made up of a single shor (such as a wide shot of the entire action)
or it may be divided into several shots or camera angles (or just angles) that will even-
tually be edited together (such as matching close-ups of two actors talking to each
other).

Various takes are filmed, each trying to capture a particular shot. For example,
“Scene 8, Take 14” is the fourteenth attempt to capture Scene 8 in the script. Let-
ters can be used to indicate a particular angle called for in the script. “Scene 8B,
"Take 4” is the fourth attempt to get the second camera angle (B) of Scene 8. An-
other way to notate it would be “Scene 8, Shot 2, Take 4.”

During production, every time the camera is moved to a new spot to get a
different scene or camera angle is considered a new sezup. The daily production report
on a feature tracks how many setups were filmed that day. Changing setups often
implies not only changing camera position, but changing lighting and other aspects
as well.

"Take (or camera take) refers to each section of footage from the time the camera
begins shooting until it is turned off. Shot is sometimes used to mean camera take and
sometimes to mean the edited take—that is, the portion of the take used in the edited
version of the movie. To confuse things further, scene sometimes means shot (as in,
“scene-to-scene color correction”). Usually the context distinguishes the meaning.
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Types of Shots

Shots are divided into three basic categories—the long shot (LS), medium shot
(MS), and close-up (CU). The long shot includes the whole body of the person in re-
lation to the environment, usually taken from fairly far away from the subject. A
wide view of a landscape is sometimes called a long shot or a wide shot. The establish-
ing shot is a long shot that defines the basic space or locale where events will take
place. The medium shot is not too detailed, includes part of the subject and usually
includes people from head to knee or from waist up. The close-up shows a detail of
the scene; in the case of a person, it is a head-and-shoulder shot. A “two-button
close-up” shows everything from the face down to the second button on a person’s
shirt. In a big close-up, just a face fills the screen, or in an extreme close-up (ECU) part
of a face or a small object fills the screen—for example, a watch or a fly.

©) (D) (E)

Fig. 9-5. Shot division. The categories are not exact. (A) The extreme close-up fills the
screen with a small detail. (B) The big close-up fills the frame with a face. (C) The close-up in-
cludes the head and shoulders. (D) The medium shot includes most of the body. When two
people are shown in medium shot, it is a rwo shot. (E) The long shot includes the whole body
and the surroundings. (Carol Keller)

"Two shots taken from opposite angles are called reverse-angle shots. A conversa-
tion between two people is often shot with each person alone in the frame in three-
quarter profile. When the scene is edited, we see one person looking left, then the
other looking right. This shooting-editing style is called angle-reverse-angle. These
shots are typically close-ups, but the back of the other person may be visible. Often,
the speakers are matched in size and are in the same relative position on the screen
(see Leading the Action and The 180-Degree Rule, p. 326). Angle-reverse-angle
cutting is often contrasted with the two shot, which is a single shot of two actors
from the front showing them from the knees up (knee shot) or waist up. The point-
of-view (POV) shot is taken from someone’s or something’s vantage point. It can be
taken from behind an actor over his shoulder or at the position of his eyes. POV
shots also include shots from extreme vantage points, such as from directly over-
head (bird’s-eye view).
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The shooting and editing of staric or locked-off shots (that is, shots taken with no
camera movement) can be contrasted to that of moving camera shots. A camera
pivoting from a single point can pan (move in a horizontal axis left or right) or #it
(pivot in a vertical axis up or down). If the support that’s holding the camera can be
raised, this may be pedestal up or boom up or crane up. If the support is on wheels,
you can make a dolly or tracking shot. You could move from a long shot to a medium
shot in a single take (for more on dolly shots, see p. 348).

Whether you use static or moving camera shots, the parsing or dividing of the
action into various shots (instead of shooting an entire scene from one camera posi-
tion in a single shot) helps both in shooting the scene and editing it. Coverage refers
to how many options have been provided by the director in terms of different cam-
era angles and takes. Having multiple camera angles available in the editing room
allows you to change the pace of the scene, direct audience attention to different as-
pects, and edit around mistakes (see below and Chapter 13). If a scene is covered
with only one or two angles or takes, options are limited. Many an editor has
lamented a director’s lack of coverage.

One logical and traditional way to break down a scene is to move from a long
shot to a medium shot to a close-up. This orients the audience to the physical space
and the progression of increasingly tight shots suggests forward movement into the
scene, as though the camera is delving deeper into the action. When a scene goes
wider, from a medium shot to a long shot, we expect action on a larger scale (for ex-
ample, a new arrival in the scene) or a leave-taking from the action (as might hap-
pen at the end of a movie). Nevertheless, contemporary audiences are used to a
wide variety of cutting styles and the traditional rules about the relationship of
shots don’t always apply.

Composition

Each shot is composed or framed in the camera viewfinder. When you film from a
script, each shot is blocked out, or planned, before the take. In unscripted work,
framing and movement are improvised based on both what is seen through the
viewfinder and what is seen and heard outside the frame.

The notion of composition comes from easel painting and in part from still
photography, and refers to the arrangement of objects within the frame—their bal-
ance and tensions. Composition in motion pictures is quite different, since objects
move within the frame (subject movement) and the frame itself can move (camera
movement). Furthermore, one shot is edited next to another, creating an entirely
new set of tensions and balances through time.

Because a shot often reveals its meaning through motion, it’s possible to have
strong film composition without well-composed still frames. Composition that is
dynamic usually resolves tension by the use of subject or camera movement or
through editing. A frame that seems off balance at first may fluidly become better
centered as it develops. Or the off-balance quality itself may be used as an interest-
ing pictorial element.

Although there are no set rules for composition, there are expectations that
compositions create, and that may be used to surprise the audience or to confirm or
deny their expectations. For instance, camera angles from below are used to sug-
gest the importance, stature, and height of the subject. In horror films, composi-
tional imbalance in the frame often suggests something scary lurking outside the
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frame. These days, gross imbalances may be used simply to add flavor, particularly
in commercials.

Objects should be placed naturally in the static frame. Don’t compose so impor-
tant objects or people are so close to the edge of the frame that they seem to “fight”
with it. Keep objects comfortably within the frame or use the edge to cut them off
decisively and to direct attention to important areas of the frame. Avoid large dead
spaces, and don’t lose the subject in a mass of irrelevant details. Be attentive to
what’s directly behind the subject, such as plants that may seem to be growing out
of the person’s head.

"The rule of thirds is a rough compositional guide to help you avoid placing im-
portant areas of interest dead-center in the frame, which may resultin a dull image.
Instead, position important areas one-third of the screen width from either side or
one-third the screen height from the bottom or top. Accordingly, in close-up or
medium close-up shots, place the subject’s eyes one-third of the screen height from
the top (the nose will then be roughly centered in the frame). In medium shots,
place heads about a third of the way down from the top of the frame. Keeping in
mind the above, it must be pointed out that exceptions are legion.

Leading the Action

Whenever a subject has a definite movement toward the edge of the frame,
place the subject closer to the edge from which he is moving (see Fig. 9-6). For ex-
ample, if you track someone running from left to right, frame him closer to the left
side of the frame as if to leave room for running on the right. If the shot continues
for some time, the runner can advance in the frame (still leaving room at the right)
to suggest forward movement. Similarly, someone in profile looking off screen to
the right should be framed closer to the left side of the frame, leaving space on the
right.

(A) (B) (©)

Fig. 9-6. Leading the action. (A, B) Leave more room on the side of the frame toward
which the action points. (C) The void at the right throws the frame off balance, and you ex-
pect something to happen (for example, the man may be attacked from behind). (Carol
Keller)

The 180-Degree Rule

Screen direction refers to the right or left direction on screen as seen by the au-
dience. If a subject facing the camera moves to his left, it is screen right. The 180-
Degree rule (also called the director’s line or the /line) tells how to maintain screen
direction when different shots are edited together. If a subject is moving or looking
in one direction, in general it’s best not to let screen direction change when cutting
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to the next shot. For example, when watching football on television, the blue team
is seen moving from screen left to screen right. If the camera were now to shift to
the opposite side of the field, the blue team would appear to be moving in the op-
posite direction (that is, their screen direction has changed from right to left). It’s
likely that the audience would be confused. To avoid this confusion, TV crews gen-
erally keep their main cameras on one side of the field, and, when they use a camera
position from the opposite side of the field, a subtitle may be flashed on the screen
saying “reverse angle.”

Fig. 9-7. The 180-degree rule. If all the camera positions are kept on one side of the sight
line, screen direction will be preserved in editing. (Carol Keller)

"To help plan your shots, imagine a line drawn through the main line of action—
be it a moving car, a football field, or the eye line of a conversation. If all camera
setups are on one side of the line, screen direction will be preserved from shot to
shot. Shots oz the line (for example, someone looking directly into the camera or a
shot from the end zone in the football example) are considered neutral and can go
with shots on either side of the line.

During a take, the camera can move across the line with minimal disorientation.
But if later in the editing room you don’t use the shot where the camera crosses the
line, you may have to violate the 180-degree rule. Rule violations may disorient the
audience, but rarely are they disastrous. Sometimes inserting a neutral shot mini-
mizes disorientation. The problem is most serious when screen direction itself has
been used to construct the space of the scene. For example, in an angle-reverse-
angle scene of two people talking, they must be looking in opposite screen direc-
tions when there is a cut from one to the other, otherwise they will not appear to be
talking to each other. Similarly, chase sequences depend on screen direction to es-
tablish whether one car is chasing another or if the two are headed toward each
other.

Screen direction issues can sometimes apply to shots that aren’t even in the
same scene. For example, documentary interviews are often filmed so that one sub-
ject is facing camera left and a subject with a contrary opinion is facing right. Cut
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together, there’s a sense of opposition or contrast in the framing as opposed to the
uniformity that would result if each were looking to the same side of the lens.
Sometimes there are two different lines of action and there is no way to avoid
breaking the rule. For example, a couple is talking in the front seat of a moving car
in a scene that is shot angle-reverse-angle. When the driver is shot, the background
is moving left; but when the passenger is shot, the background is moving right.
Since the relation of the couple is most likely the key element of the scene, draw the
line of action along their eye line to preserve their screen direction in the editing.

Continuity

In the grammar of film shooting and editing, there’s often a need to create the
illusion of continuous time. That is, to join shots filmed at different times in such a
way that the audience sees them as a continuous, uninterrupted flow. Contempo-
rary filmmaking styles sometimes dispense with this illusion and simply cut from
one moment to the next, which audiences have come to accept. However, many
types of movies and scenes call for continuity, and it’s important to understand how
to maintain it (also see Chapter 13).

Usually several takes of the same scripted action are shot, in part because actors
blunder or crew members make technical errors, and in part because by shooting
different camera angles you can minimize the chance of discontinuities in the
edited sequence. Even if you plan to shoot the action in one take, allow for an over-
lap of action from one shot to the next in the scene to be sure there won’t be tem-
poral discontinuities in the editing. For example, say the script calls for a wide shot
of a man getting in a car and slamming the car door, followed by a close-up of his
face. Shoot the wide shot all the way through the slamming of the door. When you
start the close-up, shoot the action from a point before the first take ended, includ-
ing the slamming of the door. This gives the editor options to cut the two shots to-
gether at several different points without discontinuity. (Note: The two shots
should usually be taken at different angles to make a smoother cut and to minimize
any slight discontinuities.)

The same problem arises in documentary, but an overlap of action is usually
only possible in scenes where people repeat the same actions several times (for ex-
ample, when cooking or chopping wood).

A cutaway is a shot away from the main action that can be used to cover disconti-
nuities or to condense the action. For example, when shooting a politician giving a
speech at a rally, a shot of a woman in the audience could be considered a cutaway
or a reaction shot. In editing, the cutaway can be used to smoothly join one part of
the speech with another. You cut from the politician (in sync sound) to the woman
and back to the politician at a later part of the speech. Without the cutaway, the
condensed speech would be more obviously discontinuous.

When a character walks off camera, the viewer generally accepts a time jump
when the next shot begins with him later on. For instance, if someone walks off
frame toward the door, a cut to the same person walking down the street or sitting
ata restaurant doesn’t seem discontinuous. When panning or tracking with a mov-
ing subject, it’s usually a good idea to let him walk out of frame at the end of the
shot to provide more options in editing.

There are many ways to cover or show discontinuities in time. Say you're shoot-
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ing a character painting a picture and you want to show her starting with a blank
canvas and then in the next shot show her putting the last touch on the finished
work. To simply cut from one wide shot to another would probably seem too se-
vere. The routine solution is to dissolve from one shot to the other. Another possi-
bility is to do a reveal. The first shot ends as a wide shot. The second shot might
begin with a close-up of her face and pull back (either by zoom or moving camera)
to reveal the finished painting.

In both documentary and fiction shooting, always try to have in mind what shot
you can cut the present one with. In a two-way conversation, a close-up of one per-
son will almost invariably cut next to a close-up of the same size of the other person
(assuming the 180-degree rule is observed), but two close-ups of the same person at
the same size can rarely cut smoothly together. Whenever you feel there will have
to be a cut made to another shot, change camera angles and focal lengths to make
continuity editing easier.

When shooting, ask yourself how the shot you’re taking might work with the
other shots you’ve gotten or need to get. Do you have enough coverage—that is,
have you provided enough options for editing? Have you got cutaways? Do you
have an establishing shot? Have you got interesting close-ups? See Style and Direc-
tion, p. 332, for more on coverage and shooting styles.

Errors discovered while viewing rushes or during editing often necessitate
pickup shooting, which entails going back to get additional shots to fill in a se-
quence. A documentary crew might return to get a cutaway from a car window, or,
in a fiction film, there might be a need for a reaction shot of an actor. Take stills of
sets, lighting setups, makeup, and costumes to help match shots that may need to
be redone. Many DPs (or their assistants) keep detailed notes about lenses, camera
angles, and lighting to facilitate reshoots.

Other Elements in the Dynamic Frame

The focus may be “pulled” from the background to the foreground to shift au-
dience attention. Some filmmakers consider this technique mannered unless it is
used to follow a movement. Selective focus is used to accentuate a portion of the
subject. In a close-up, it’s usually advisable to focus on the eyes. A tilt-focus lens (see
Fig. 4-20) allows you to tilt the plane of focus. Lighting may be changed within a
shot; for example, car headlights might suddenly illuminate a person.

Shots tilted sideways (tilted horizon line) are called Dutch angle or canted and are
sometimes used, often in medium close-up, to add tension to a static frame (see Fig.
9-8). Sometimes one tripod head is mounted perpendicularly on another to allow
the camera to be smoothly tilted from side to side while tilting forward and back
(see Fig. 9-9).

Cinematographers often shoot at an angle that reveals as many sides of the ob-
ject as possible in order to enhance the feeling of depth. For example, a building
filmed head-on reveals one side; shot from an angle it reveals two sides; and shot
down and at an angle it reveals three sides. Use familiar references to establish
scale. An enormous boulder will seem larger if there is a person in the frame.

Hollywood directors frequently use camera angle, camera movement, and
lighting to create a feeling of deep space in the image. This allows them to clearly
distinguish foreground from background and exclude large areas of unmodulated
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Fig. 9-8. Dutch angle from Citizen Kane. Note the strong diagonal lines in the frame.
(RKO General)

black or white. European directors in the
1960s and 1970s often emphasized the
flatness of the screen through their use of
lighting and camera angle, sometimes
shooting perpendicularly to a wall or al-
lowing large areas of the frame to be over-
exposed or underexposed.

Composition in the

Monitor or Viewfinder

There’s an expression in computer-
speak, “what you see is what you get.” Un-
fortunately, when framing up a shot in a
video or film camera, what you see is often
not what you get. That is, the image that’s
ultimately delivered to the audience may Fig. 9-9. The Cartoni dutch head en-
look a lot different than the one youre  ype you to mount a second fluid head
seeing, not just in color or exposure, but perpendicular to the first, allowing side-
also in the shape of the frame and where to-side as well as front-to-back tilts.
the edges of the picture are. Depending on ~ (Cartoni)
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how the movie is distributed and displayed, some or all of your audience may be
seeing a different aspect ratio or they may see the same aspect ratio, just not all of
the picture. It’s a real trick in shooting to try to compose for the frame you’re seeing
while keeping in mind the different ways it may get transformed.

TV CUTOFF. A television screen will usually not display the entire video
frame. For example, if you feed non-widescreen (4:3) video to a typical non-
widescreen, 4:3 TV, the TV will usually crop out the outer edges of the picture.
"This is called TV cutoff or overscan. It is actually intentional on the part of the TV
manufacturers who fear their product will look worse if viewers ever see beyond
the edge of the picture, so they enlarge the picture a bit so it more than fills the
screen. All monitors do this somewhat, but consumer T'Vs are the worst. Cutoff
can also happen when widescreen video is shown on widescreen monitors.

Because the viewer may not see the edges of the frame, remember when shoot-
ing to avoid positioning anything crucial too close to the edges of the viewfinder
frame (top, bottom, or sides). T'V cutoff is inconsistent from one T'V to another—
you can’t count on how much the edges will get cut. Something undesired—Ilike a
microphone in the corner of the shot—may or may not show up.

The camera viewfinder should be able to display a TV safe action frame as a
guide to show which parts may be cropped. The TV safe title area is even closer to
the center of the picture to protect text and titles that have to be readable (see Fig.
9-10). Some monitors are switchable between underscan, which shows you the en-
tire image, and overscan, which shows you typical cutoff. Underscan will show you
when unwanted things are definitely out, and also what the image may look like
when shown on the Web (Web video typically doesn’t have cutoff).

Fig. 9-10. TV safe action and safe title areas for non-widescreen 1.33:1 (4 x 3) film or
video. If you're planning to extract a 16:9 image later (see Fig. 2-15B) the top and bottom of
the 16:9 frame will be fairly close to the TV safe action line. (Carol Keller)
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WIDESCREEN AND NON-WIDESCREEN FORMATS. If you shoot in
a widescreen format, you need to consider what will happen if your movie is shown
in a non-widescreen format or display. Similarly, if you shoot non-widescreen, the
footage may get converted to widescreen at some point. To understand what’s in-
volved, read the discussion of aspect ratio starting on p. 87 and particularly How
Aspect Ratio Affects Your Shooting on p. 96.

If you're shooting in a widescreen format, use a viewfinder marked with wide-
screen proportions. Some film cameras have interchangeable viewing screens or
ground glasses in different aspect ratios, such as 1.66, 1.85, and 2.35. Some view-
finder screens show different formats nested within each other, so shots can be
composed from the center out, thus guaranteeing that important parts of the scene
are visible in each format. This also helps you to “protect” every aspect ratio from
undesired things like microphone booms. However, trying to frame for different-
shaped frames can lead to poor compositions. It’s like an artist trying to painta can-
vas that may later have the edges snipped oft!

As discussed in Chapter 2, there are different methods of converting from one
aspect ratio to another, and you need to be clear in your mind which one will be
used. For example, if you're shooting typical 16:9 HD widescreen and plan to
downconvert to SD non-widescreen using edge crop (also called center crop), the
widescreen picture in the viewfinder and the eventual non-widescreen cropped ver-
sion share a common top and bottom but not common sides. In this case, you
should remember to keep crucial action away from the sides. If pan and scan will be
used, you have more flexibility.

STYLE AND DIRECTION

Style in movies, as all art forms, is continually evolving. At any given time, dif-
ferent types of movies make use of various conventions in shooting and editing.
The conventions shift over time for a variety of reasons: A stylistically new film will
spawn imitators; changes in technology make new techniques possible; ideas are
borrowed from one type of moviemaking and applied to others. What follows is
a deliberately sketchy history of some styles used in moviemaking, and some
thoughts on directing, as a stimulus to thinking about the relationship of style and
shooting possibilities. See the sections Some Film Theory and Cutting Styles in
Chapter 13.

DOCUMENTARIES

Documentary Styles

In documentary filmmaking, some of the key stylistic questions relate to how
much the filmmaker attempts to control or interact with the subjects, and to the
way information is conveyed in the movie.

Some of the first motion pictures were made by Thomas Edison in the 1890s.
These were “documentaries” in the sense that a camera was set up to record actual
events, such as the death of an elephant. Or the Lumiére brothers’ Train Coming
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into a Station (1896), which is a single, continuous shot of a train arriving (and
which reportedly caused pandemonium because audiences thought the train was
really coming at them).

The style adopted by U.K. documentarians such as John Grierson in the 1930s
and 1940s is a kind of hybrid that can involve staged events and real people (non-
actors). Because the cameras and the sound recording equipment were heavy and
hard to move around, action was often produced and orchestrated for the camera.
Scenes could be scripted and shot much like a narrative film. Many of these films
use a “voice of God” narration—the authoritative male voice that provides factual
information and often spells out the message intended for the viewer to take from
the film.

In the 1960s, lightweight 16mm cameras were introduced that could record
sync sound with portable tape recorders. With the advent of handheld cameras,
new access to locations and people’s lives was obtained. Jean Renoir spoke of the
heavy studio camera as an altar to which actors had to be brought. The handheld
camera could now go out into the world instead of the filmmaker bringing the
world to the camera. Cinema vérité (also called just vérité or direct cinema) films at-
tempt to spontaneously react to events and capture life as it is lived. With a small
crew and enough time for subjects to get comfortable, the filmmaker can become
very unobtrusive. Unself-conscious subjects will reveal to the camera how they
really live and self-conscious subjects will reveal themselves in how they choose to
perform. Many of these films use no narration or interviews and attempt to mini-
mize the sense that the material has been influenced or interpreted by the film-
maker.

In the 1970s, a “personal documentary” movement emerged. In these movies,
filmmakers explore their own lives, or shoot others with the explicit acknowledg-
ment of the camera’s presence and the filmmaker’ role in interpreting events for
the audience. Rather than seeking an illusion of objectivity, these films embrace a
subjective and personal view, and are often narrated by the filmmakers themselves.

In the 1980s and 1990s, nonfiction programming grew in popularity on net-
work television. Magazine-style shows such as 60 Minutes are structured around
short segments in which a correspondent is the guide and narrator of a particular
story. These productions have their roots in journalism. The correspondent is seen
interviewing subjects and doing stand-ups—telling the story directly to the camera.
These shows usually contain some amount of “vérité-style” footage in which peo-
ple are seen living their lives or doing their jobs. This footage is often referred to
with the antiseptic term B-ro/l. B-roll is noninterview material that is often only al-
lowed to play for a few seconds in sync sound. Then the location audio is dipped
down and the picture becomes a bed over which to lay narration.

"Today, nonfiction films are made using all of these styles, or combinations of
them. When you embark on a documentary project, you need to determine the
stylistic framework for the movie. In what ways will the audience learn about the
subject? By watching events unfold in a vérité-style approach? By seeing interviews
with the subjects or hearing them over other footage? By seeing interviews with
“experts” commenting on the subjects? Will there be a narration (also called voice-
over)? If so, is the narrator a disembodied voice or someone also seen on screen (ei-
ther a subject, the filmmaker, or a correspondent)?

Often the film’s topic will dictate style. Documentaries about past events generally
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use a combination of interviews (talking heads) and archival material (stock footage).
Often this is combined with present-day footage of locations where events took
place. Sometimes reenactments of past events are shot using actors. This footage
may be shot in a stylized way to avoid being too literal; for example, actors might be
filmed without any dialogue or perhaps not showing their faces. Of course, the
more screen time devoted to reenactments (and the more dialogue they contain) to
closer you get to the hybrid genre docudrama, which exists somewhere between
documentary and fiction.

SCRIPT OR NO SCRIPT. Historical and issue-based films often begin with
research, followed by a script or detailed treatment. Sometimes “pre-interviews”
are done to determine what someone will say (more or less) before they’re filmed.
The film is structured as much as possible in the writing, and the footage shot in
the field or acquired from other sources is intended to illustrate a set of ideas that
have already been laid out.

One of the reasons television tends to favor correspondent- and interview-
based productions is that they can be produced on a short schedule. Interviews can
be done and stand-ups scripted fairly quickly. The interview bites (responses) are
edited together with B-roll. It’s not unlike writing a newspaper piece.

This is in contrast to documentaries in which the shooting is the research.
Contemporary stories that are still unfolding often call for a much more sponta-
neous approach. You should have an idea of what you’re looking for, and focus
on particular story threads, but often it’s in the shooting that you find what the arc
of the story is. Some stories have an obvious arc—a film about an election, for
example.

What’s called “reality TV” is a loose genre of programming in which “real”
people engage in competitions, are thrown into pre-planned situations, or are chal-
lenged with various tasks. While the dialogue may not be scripted, the idea is to
shoot a defined event that takes place in a short shooting period, and can be edited
into a digestible hour or half-hour episode.

When you make documentaries about real people living their lives—without
trying to “direct” them or structure what they do—you’re never sure what’s going
to happen or when. Many a filmmaker has completed weeks, months, or years of
shooting with no idea if enough of a story has emerged to make a film. Then it may
take an extended period in the editing room to weave together a coherent piece.
But the payoff to this risky approach is in the power of stories that develop over a
long period of time, in which characters change and grow, are born or die. The re-
sult can be a complexity and depth that can’t be achieved any other way.

Filming Real Life

Documentary film provides a uniquely rich opportunity to experience how
other people live their lives. There’s a particular thrill about seeing dramatic mo-
ments unfold, knowing that they’re spontaneous and unscripted. Creating the en-
vironment in which people will reveal themselves with a camera present is part of
the documentarian’s art.

The more that the people you’re filming trust you, the more comfortable they’ll
be in front of the camera. Filmmakers use different approaches to building trust.
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Some like to spend a long time with their subjects before filming begins, to give
everyone a chance to get to know one another. If you do so, you can expect many
moments when you’ll wish you had your camera. Regardless of when you start
filming, spending some personal time together when the camera’s not rolling (shar-
ing a meal or a cup of coffee) is an important part of learning about and getting
comfortable with your subjects and their learning about you.

You should discuss with your subjects what kind of film you’re making and
where you plan to show it. You may want to talk with them about what’s okay to
shoot and what’s not. Some filmmakers have the subjects sign a release at the out-
set, granting permission to use whatever is filmed (see Talent and Appearance Re-
leases, p. 741). Others wait until later. From a journalistic standpoint, it’s not a good
idea to give subjects a formal right of approval over what gets used in the film and
how it’s edited (you’re making the movie, not them).2 However, you may or may
not want to offer to show them the film before it’s done to get their response. Pub-
lic exhibition of a film can have an enormous impact (both positive and negative) on
the subjects’ lives, which you need to consider seriously as you shoot and edit. In
some situations, people will let you film them only if they have some input in the
process.

Once production begins, keep the crew small and use as few lights as possible,
so the shooting is relaxed and low-key. When you start shooting, don’t make a lot
of commotion. Some camerapeople like to keep the camera on their shoulder or in
position much of the time so there’s not a big distinction between the times they’re
shooting and when they’re just waiting. On a video camera, turn off the tally light
that announces when you’ve pulled the trigger. When shooting film, keep slates
quiet or do tail slates (though this may increase costs in the telecine). The point is
not to be sneaky, but to make the filming process as subtle as possible, with a fluid
transition between shooting and not shooting.

Using wireless mics can be particularly useful in documentary. When the sub-
ject wears a mic, they’re free to roam where they want without a soundperson stick-
ing a mic boom in their face. Be sure to show them where the mute button is so
they can have privacy when they want it.

Though people may be self-conscious at first, the fact of the matter is that being
filmed over a period of time can be quite boring—the novelty wears off quickly.
"This is what you want—for your subjects to go about their lives without worrying
about what you’re shooting. Some filmmakers try to become a fly on the wall and
interact very little with their subjects. Others are friendly and conversational when
they’re not shooting, but silent when the camera’s rolling. In some filmmaking
styles, the conversation between filmmaker and subject continues the whole time.
It’s up to you.

Shooting Uncontrolled Scenes

For the cameraperson, filming real people without controlling what they do
takes a special combination of sensitivity, luck, and quick thinking. Perhaps more
than any other kind of shooting, cinema vérité filming requires that the camera

2. Some broadcasters may consider the film compromised if the subjects have control or if it feels
like a puff piece promoting a group or individual.
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operator think like a director and an editor, all while spontaneously reacting to
changing events. The tendency while shooting is to concentrate on the central ac-
tion or person talking; remind yourself that the audience may also need to see the
context (wide shot) and reactions from other people in the scene. Think about the
sequence as a whole. Ask yourself if you’ve gotten enough coverage. Though you
don’t yet know how the sequence will be edited, try to provide multiple options for
editing and shots you think might make interesting beginnings or endings. The au-
dience will be seeing the scene through your eyes, so always have them in mind
while you shoot.

Fig. 9-11. A small LCD monitor can be mounted on the camera, or used as a portable “di-
rector’s monitor” for mobile shooting. If you plan to use an LCD monitor as a reference for
color and contrast, be aware that low-quality monitors (and ones that lack a blue-only
switch for setup) may misrepresent what you’re actually getting. (Panasonic Broadcast)

It’s especially important to think of individual shots and camera movements as
having a shape, with a beginning and end. Novices, especially when shooting video,
tend to move the camera constantly, which makes the footage very hard to cut.
When doing a camera movement (whether it be a zoom, pan, dolly, or walking
shot), it’s often a good idea to begin with a static frame that is held for a few sec-
onds, then transition into the movement, and glide to a stop on another frame and
hold that a few seconds. The editor may cut out the static beginning and end, but at
least he or she will have them if needed.

A few documentary filmmakers, notably Frederick Wiseman, have a style in
which scenes often play out in nearly real time with relatively little cutting within
the scene. This can allow human interactions to unfold in a natural way.

Far more commonly, scenes as edited on screen must play much faster than the
actual event took in real time. The filmmaker must find a way to shoot so that time
can be condensed. This means judiciously shooting the action so that the editor can
cut out the uninteresting parts and weave together the essential parts. Take the ex-
ample of shooting two people talking over dinner. The meal might take two hours
in real time and run two minutes in the edited movie. If the camera remained
locked in a two-shot the entire time, the sequence would be almost impossible to
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cut. Instead, get a variety of angles, some two-shots, some close-ups. Be sure to
shoot ample footage of the person /stening as well as the person talking. An over-
the-shoulder shot taken from behind the person talking shows the relationship of
the two subjects without showing moving lips; this can be very useful in the editing
room. Similarly, when shooting someone on the telephone, try to get some angles
from behind or where the phone’s mouthpiece blocks the camera’s view of the per-
son’s lips. When shooting someone playing an instrument, be sure to get neutral
shots in which no fingering or hand position is visible.

Shooting Interviews

"There are various approaches to the use of interviews. In a typical news or jour-
nalistic piece, they may be the primary source of content and take up much of the
screen time. In some films, interviews are woven in with other types of footage and
feel more like an opportunity for conversation or storytelling than for information
delivery. In some films, the audience never sees the interview; instead, the film-
maker edits the audio and uses it as voice-over, to give the sense that the character
is narrating the movie.3

A key issue when doing interviews is whether the interviewer’s voice will be
heard in the edited interview. That is, will the audience hear the questions and fol-
low-ups (as is common when a correspondent does a magazine piece), or will they
just see the subjects’ responses edited together (which is typical when there’s no
host or filmmaker shown or heard on screen)? Doing interviews when the ques-
tions won’t be heard creates a unique, somewhat bizarre dynamic that takes some
practice to pull off smoothly. You need to get the person talking, but not exactly zo
you (since you don’t exist in the conversation). You may have the urge to respond,
to reassure the person that what they’re saying is interesting, but you can’t make a
sound—at least while they’re talking. Some things that may help:

o Seta relaxed tone at the outset. Have the subject talk to you and try to ig-
nore the camera. Tell them it’s okay if they need to stop to think, or to redo a
question. (You might, however, want to put them on the spot.)

* Explain that your voice won't be in the piece, which is why you may be nod-
ding but not responding when they talk.

® It can be awkward if they answer questions the audience doesn’t hear. If you
ask, “Where were you born” and all they say is, “London,” you’ll have a
problem in the editing room. Instead, ask them to incorporate your question
into their answer (“I was born in London”) or at least ask them to respond in
full sentences.

* Don’t let them say, “As I said before” or refer to earlier conversation.
There’s no way to know what order the material will be used, or if you’ll use
both bites. Every statement should stand on its own. If you’re not part of the
piece, don’t let them refer to “you” either.

* Filmmakers differ in how much to let people talk during the interview and
how much to try to influence how they phrase things (it also depends on the

3. If you know for sure that you only want the audio from the interview, recording only with an audio
recorder can sometimes put people more at ease. Or use a video camera but point it away.
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project). Long, run-on sentences may be unusable. Always be listening for
how you can edit what’s being said, to shorten it while retaining the mean-
ing. Some people have a knack for speaking in long strings of dependent
clauses that are simply uneditable. You may want to stop and ask them to
say the same idea more succinctly, or to address the content in separate
short bits instead of one long chunk. Often, the first time someone an-
swers a question is the freshest. If you need to do a “re-ask,” change the
focal length of the lens so you can edit the first part of one answer with the
second part of the other, if you want.

Sometimes interviews feel more natural if the subject has a physical activity to
do or is in a familiar setting. The background and setting can be used to tell the au-
dience something about the person. Another approach is to use a neutral backdrop
to provide consistency from one subject to the next. A textured cloth or black
(limbo) backdrop can be brought from location to location, but if there are many
talking heads, a uniform backdrop may become dull. Sometimes interviews are
filmed in front of a green screen, with the background added in postproduction (see
Chroma Keys, p. 543). This opens the door to all sorts of imagery—including mo-
tion shots—in the background. Keyed backgrounds sometimes feel artificial, but
when appropriate can be really interesting.

CAMERA ANGLES AND MOVES. For sit-down interviews, usually the in-
terviewer sits close to the camera so the eye line of the subject is toward the lens but
not directly into it (which can sometimes feel awkward). When positioning the
subject, be attentive to screen direction—try to alternate setups with subjects facing
screen left with those facing screen right (this is classically done for people with op-
posing opinions). When the interviewer is to be shown on camera, or if there is
more than one camera, sometimes one camera angle is from the side, to get more of
a profile shot. Filmmaker Errol Morris uses what he calls the “interrotron,” which
is basically a teleprompter (see Fig. 9-29) that projects his face on a screen in front
of the lens, so the interviewee can look directly 7nto the lens while talking to him.
On-camera hosts or correspondents generally look directly 7o camera when ad-
dressing the audience.

Some filmmakers shoot interviews with no camera movements during shots,
but zoom in or out to vary the focal length between shots. This allows cutting in or
out of the material without ever having to cut during a zoom, which some people
find objectionable. However, a well-timed zoom can enhance an interview by
bringing the viewer closer for important or emotional material, or pulling back to
capture, say, interesting hand gestures. If the zoom is gradual and properly timed to
the phrases of speech, cutting opportunities should not be too limited.

Sometimes interviews are filmed with a dolly-mounted camera to keep some
sense of movement throughout. Curved track can help you maintain the same dis-
tance from the subject while moving around. Timing is everything, since even a
slow dolly move will reach the end of the track before long. It may just be luck if
you’re moving in the right direction at the right place at the right time.

When more than one camera is used, as is typical with news and magazine
shows, one can hold a more conservative, wider shot while another is more active.
Shooting interviews with multiple cameras provides a lot of flexibility for editing
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and avoids the fake reaction shot problem that happens when there’s only one cam-
era and the interviewer is shown “reacting” to something filmed much earlier. (For
a great example of this, see James Brooks’s comedy, Broadcast News).

If lower-third subtitles will be used to identify subjects (see p. 501), be sure to
leave room at the bottom of the frame.

DRAMAS

Narrative Styles

In fiction and other scripted filming, one of the director’s prime concerns is
where to place the camera. On a broader stylistic level, the director must plan how
individual shots relate to the action of the scene and to the juxtaposition of other
shots through editing.

In the deep focus shot (see Fig. 9-12), the whole frame is in focus. The meaning
of the scene thus develops in the deep space of the frame. The camera movement,
subject movement, dialogue, lighting, costumes, and so forth all contribute to the
forward movement of the film. The long take—that is, a shot of long duration—
allows the action to unfold in real space and underlines the fact that the shot’s
meaning comes from filming, not from editing.

Fig. 9-12. Deep focus shot from Citizen Kane. A wide-angle shot with both foreground and
background in focus allows the action to develop within the frame. (RKO General)
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This staging of the shot, or mise-en-scéne, is contrasted with montage, in which
meaning and forward movement are conveyed through editing, through the juxta-
position of various shots that by themselves may contain less information or con-
tent. When the action of a scene is captured in many shorter shots, the filmmaker
has an opportunity to control pacing and to direct the audience’s attention in ways
that may not be possible with longer takes. Montage also opens up the possibility of
constructing entirely new meanings by suggesting connections between shots that
otherwise might seem unrelated (for more on montage, see Chapter 13).

André Bazin, the French film critic often credited as the decisive influence on
the French New Wave, thought it characteristic of advanced film directors of
sound pictures to be concerned with mise-en-sceéne, with the integrity of the
photographed space. If you think of dangerous stunts, it is easy to grasp the visceral
effect of seeing the events photographed rather than constructed. Among all the
silent filmmakers, Buster Keaton seemed to understand best the power of unma-
nipulated space. His stunts, often performed in long shot, were clearly incredible
feats. Much of the attraction of unmanipulated documentary is its ability to con-
vince the viewer that what is seen on the screen actually occurred.

On the other hand, when audiences “suspend disbelief” and enter into the
world of the movie, a carefully constructed edited sequence can deliver enormous
emotional impact or bring out otherwise buried meaning. Staging and editing
should not be thought of as opposites but as two stylistic tools at the filmmaker’s
disposal.

The first dramatic filmmakers approached motion pictures as an extension of
theater. A story would be acted out in front of a fixed camera. Though the early
silent films of the 1900s were not actually shot on a proscenium stage, the camera’s
relationship to the action was much like a theatergoer’s view of a stage play. D. W.
Griffith is credited with first exploiting the power of the close-up. The camera
comes in close to reveal nuances of an actor’s expression, creating a new relation-
ship between audience and actor, necessitating a new, more subtle style of acting.
The silent cinema defined the basic vocabulary of the film image. Today, shots
taken without sound are referred to as MOS. The story goes that when the German
directors came to Hollywood in the early 1930s, they referred to silent footage as
“mit-out-sprache” (a kind of fractured German for “without speech”), hence MOS.

Hollywood sound films until the 1950s generally were shot in studios using a
conservative shooting/editing style. Scenes are first filmed all the way through in
master shots (relatively wide-angle, continuous takes). Then close-ups are filmed, if
needed. The edited scene begins with the wide establishing shot to ensure that the
audience is well oriented and comfortable in the setting before cutting to the closer
shots. From this evolved a “traditional” style of covering a two-person scene using
four camera angles: a master shot, a two-shot, a close-up of one character, and a re-
verse of the other. A radical exception to this style is found in Robert Mont-
gomery’s Lady in the Lake, which was filmed with a subjective, point-of-view camera
that is meant to reveal what the audience would see if they were inside the protago-
nist’s head.

In the 1960s and 1970s, as the general culture loosened up, so did narrative style
in many films. The old dictates of master shot/close-up coverage gave way to a freer
form shooting that assumes that audiences have the visual sophistication to under-
stand a scene that might be played in, say, only an extreme close-up. John Cas-
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savetes experimented with a style that seems to merge documentary and narrative
sensibilities. To the audience, both the acting and the camera work may appear
spontaneous and improvised. The usual notions of “coverage” give way to scenes
that flow organically from one moment to the next. It has become increasingly
popular to shoot dramas in a documentary style. This may be done to add a sense of
“realism” to a fictional or semifictional story or as a parody of documentaries
(“mockumentaries,” such as the wonderful This Is Spinal Tap).

The 1980s brought the music video. Made by and for a generation that was
raised watching TV, music videos introduced a new lexicon of quick cutting and the
juxtaposition of wildly differing types of imagery. Stylistic touches exploited in
music videos and TV commercials have found their way into many other types of
movies; these techniques include deliberately shaky camera work, distorted images,
fast cutting, and intentional jump cuts (see Chapter 13).

Today, narrative films combine elements of all these styles. Many mainstream
Hollywood or TV dramas are very straightforward stylistically, employing a style
that will not “intrude” on the storytelling. Independent dramas tend to take more
risks, but more often what sets them apart is the kind of stories they tell, rather than
the fundamental visual language of shot selection and editing.

Narrative Shooting
When a movie is made from a script, the filmmaker has the possibility of pre-
planning the action and the shots. See Rehearsal and Previsualization on p. 313.

Fig. 9-13. Shooting a scene. With Serious Magic’s DV Rack software, video and audio can
be monitored on a laptop and recorded as well. (Serious Magic)
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See Composition and Shot Selection, p. 323, for more on framing and coverage.

Blocking the camera and actors is a kind of choreography. Keep the image as
dynamic as possible. Be attentive to the depth of the space you’re shooting in, ei-
ther to show it or let actors move through it.

When shooting dramas or documentaries, try to put yourself in the mind of the
audience. What do you want them to see, and how? How do you want the scene to
unfold? Use blocking to reveal things rather than to merely show everything up
front. Use mystery to your advantage. Some shots are most interesting for what
they don’t show.

Perhaps the best way to think about the shooting and editing style is to watch
movies and note which scenes work especially well or badly. To understand the re-
lationship of camerawork to editing, it can be particularly instructive to watch films
with the sound off.

When filming a two-way conversation using paired close-ups, be attentive to
balancing the composition of the two angles (though they don’t have to be identi-
cal). When shooting one actor’s close-up, it’s a good idea to set a microphone for
the off-camera actor as well—the performances from these takes can sometimes be
better than the on-camera takes. Higher-budget films often shoot with two cam-
eras simultaneously in this situation.

Getting a take exactly right is expensive and, for long takes, very difficult.
One saying has it that the best takes are the first and the tenth (the advantages
of spontaneity versus practice), but the production’s budget may not permit ten
takes.

Always shoot at least two good takes of any shot to have a backup in case the first
one gets damaged or has unnoticed problems. Some directors like to review each
good take on video after shooting it; this can slow production down a lot. However,
it’s generally a good idea to check the best takes before breaking down a camera or
lighting setup and moving on to the next one. Use a log or camera report to keep
track of good (circled) takes and backups (see below). Inexperienced directors tend
to shoot more takes and more circled takes. When something goes wrong in the
middle of a take (busted take) try to reset quickly (“back to one”) without a lot of
chatter and keep the momentum and concentration going.

Make sure to cover for mistakes. While the beginning and end of a take may be
good, the middle may have an error or just be too slow on the screen. Shoot a reac-
tion shot or a cutaway as editing insurance even if you don’t intend to use it. You
may want one continuous take, but, too often, surprise errors show up during edit-
ing and it is essential to be able to cut around them. Even if a long take is good, you
may need to cut the sequence or film shorter and your beautiful three-minute shot
now becomes a burden.

Both the order of scenes in the original script and the overall length of the
movie are often changed substantially in the editing room. Keep this in the back of
your mind as you plan your coverage. Don’t paint yourself into a corner so that
shots and scenes can be put together only one way.

Looking at dailies is a good way for the director, cinematographer, and others to
evaluate the footage as it gets shot, preferably on a relatively large screen. Some di-
rectors invite actors to attend dailies screenings; others prefer that actors not see
themselves and get self-conscious. Uncut dailies don’t look like polished movies—
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