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Chapter 2:
The Shot: Mise-en-Scéne

In Chapter 1, you learned all about the humans involved in filmmaking (Production) and about

how narrative films function as wor ks of art
into what makes film its owdistinct art form. As a collaborative, multimensional art form, film
can easily be compared to other art forms: it

involves performance, like theatre; it involves intricately choreographednmente like dance; it
captures images of reality, like photography, and records music, like . . . well, like music. So is film
really just a hodg@odge of all those other art forms?

No. No, itds not. Film is a gthahwlidistiaguishytad a s ci n
different from other art forms the thing that you will spend the rest of this class learning @bout

is its Stylistic Formal System (as opposed to its Narrative Formal System, which you learned about

i n Chapt e rstylistic forma systaml hasdosir broad components:

Mise-en-Saene
Cinematography
Editing

Sound

[emtR et ent i e}

In this chapter, we will explore the first of those componévitse-en-Scéneis a French term

that translates literally gautting in the scendt refers essentially, to everything that can be
observed within the sceiieor, more precisely, within the frame of film projected on the screen. It
is therefore all about the shot.

Mise-en-Scéne is thelement of stylistic form that seeks to creaéasimilitude, or the appearance
or semblance of reality, plausibility, or believabilipise-en-Scends the aspect of flmmaking

that, more than any other aspect, all ows wus t
theatre (or in our livingrooms). ltallws us t o f orget that wedre wat
on a screen and instead believe that wedre in

Earth, halfway to Mordor.

You see, ifm, like all art forms, is a lie. That is, it is not theelial truth. It is noteallife. We
understand this to be true on a basic level,
Richard Blaine who lives above a café in Casablanca waiting for his lost love to show up and break
his hearti any more thamhere are real elves and hobbits. But film is a lie on a whole other level:
while there may not be any hobbits and elves, we must agree that Elijah Wood and Orlando Bloom

! You probably kew that alreadly.
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and Cate Blanchett actually exist, right? So there are actors who can play hothleltgeanand

theydére real . . . but still, when youbre sit
watchingLord of the Rings youdére not actually in the same

Cate?

But hereeGeal |l y stcodlhepdmotr m itth@gs 6jsua | ie. Under
content, is the underlying meaning ofthefilimnd it 6s t he meaning that o

this whole liesvs-truth thing in perspective might be to think of two types of truth:Bibruth

and littlet truth. See, little truth is all about technical accuracy: Was Humphrey Bogart actually,
really, truly a guy named Rick who lived in a café and hung out with a piano player named Sam?
No. No, this is a lie. But the Bi§ Truth is abouthe larger thematic significance of the filmm t 6 s
about the complete statement that the film makes about the human condition. So: is it true that
humans will sometimes sacrifice their own happiness in order to ensure the safety of others, as

Rick doesat the end of the movie? Of course it islGasablancalike pretty much all art, is, as
Pablo Picasso once sadlie that makes us recognize the truth

Elements of Mise-en-Scéne

There are seven el ement s-enscene:sng, figorasspropsedr e d
costumes, light & shadow, color, perspective relations, and performance.

Setting
A f idetimgiss its visual representation of ti

where/ when the characters are | ilapongthab ut
becomes vividly clear when we
consider the three ways in which
film creates s¢
quite posdile on stage, even
when a live theatre has a nearly
infinite budget and the best
creative minds available to creat
its world. The first of these ways [\,
is landscape environment -
which takes the characters out |
into the big, wide world and films -
them so thathe filmmakers can |
then bring the big, wide world to| =
you inside a theatre or your livings
room, as seen in this shot from
An g LBeokebask Mountain “

me
setting of a stage play in the live theatren t hat i t 6 s10ordehtadetermiae | o0 0 k

i n

at
t hei

’You get that, right? | mean, this isndét a sad little

3 Remember this? Chapter 1?
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A second way in which fil m doesspanthcggtwhidhi ve t he
essentiallytakes the principle of landscape environment (big, wide world brought to you in your
l'iving room) and applies it to a world that d

generally created by the visual effects team and then integrated intxiwe sequences
involving actual human performers during the editing process, as in this shaidnoes
Ca me r Avatal s

But itdéds not al |l ab outYethnotberthimgthhtélm taadobdtterthdn v i s |
live theatre is force theiewer to focus on minute detail through the techniquéiretcted
attenton. Consi der this: when youbre sitting in a

involved draw your
attention to where
they want you to e
look? Generally, they
make use olight,
sound and movemen
to encourage your
observation of one
location or another ory
stage. But really,
that s al |l
encourage you.
Filmmakers can
actually force your
eye to observe a
specific detail by
showing you only
that detail, as seen in
this shot from

Mi chael C
Casablanca
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Figures

Figures in a film are entities that have behavior and motivaiiatt, you 6r é stnldit nk ihmag ,
just another way of sayingc h a r a &\elleyess sor? of. But filmmakers use the tefigures

rathe than characters because as humans we have iadpasifically, we are biased to think of
characters as people (aka humans). But not all figures are humans. Oh, sure, most of them are, but
figures can also be animals, machines, even objects . . .cpaddhey have behavior and

motivation. In other words, as long as they perform actions for a reason of their own devising.

Figures in Film
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Props & Costumes

Films are full of objects. But in order for an object to hg@p, a figure neeslto interact with it.
So, for example, i€asablanca t he bottl es of booze in RickOs
sitting on the shelf, but they become props when Rickntractswith them.

Objects vs. Props

Likewi se, an article of c¢clothing is just a part
something, but it becomescastumewhen a figure wearsiBut wai t , Aplop@reds mor
costume, for that matter) becomes a figure when it has/lmelaand motivationSee the examples

of figures from a couple of pages back to remind yourself of some objects that become props and
then figure§ R2D2isaneaper f ect exampl e : -ddwn machine bathéring j u st
dustin the background (@bjct ) ; t hen Luke works on him (prop
little friend (figure).

Page5 of 20



Chapter 2: MiseenSceééne Film 125: The Textbook © Lynne Lerych

Light & Shadow

Remember talking back in Chapter 1 about how many electricians are employed in the film
business? Well, thatodés béeoaaséidtsognb,aridngei s ab
therefore to its verisimilitude, its artfulness, and its ultimate success. There are many aspects of

light (and its opposite, shadow) to consider. First, lighting can be hard odadftlighting is

intense illumination fom highvalue (white) light instruments, whikoft lighting is less intense

and often from a lowevalue (yellow) instrument. Lighting can also be classified as key or fill:

key lighting is the primary illumination on a figure, object or setting, whildighting is the

secondary illumination employed to eliminate the darkest of shadtivesk out the differences in

lighting from within a single scene Br y a n  JherUgual ISudspeckelow.

Hard Key vs. Soft Fill
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Another important consideration in film lighting is thgtt sourcd literally, the bright thing that

is causing the illumination in the shot. There are two broad categories of light sources: natural and
artificial. Natural lighting comes from those few liglsources that exist in nature: the sun, the
moon, fire . . . fireflies, maybe? In any case, most natural lighting comes from the sun, as in this
shotfromChar | i e Clyhightsl i nd s

Atrtificial lighting
comes from
humanmade light
sources (aka bbg
powered by electricity).
Artificial lighting can
be separated into two
narrower categories:
diegetic and
nondiegetic. As you
will recall from Chapter
1, if something is
diegetic, it exists within
the world of the
characters/figures in the
film. So an eample of
artificial diegetic light
would bethe lamps
visible in this shot from
Casablanca
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Fi nal | yastificial hoadiege@icdight i the lighting that requires all of those armies of

electricians. Most interior scenes are shot in artificial nondiege | i ght because A)
natural light, and B) most artificial diegetic light sources are insufficient to illuminate the shot in a

way that will make the cinematographer happy. And how do we know that the shot below, again

from City Lights is illuminated with artificial nondiegetic light? Well, because it was shot on a
sound stage in an essentially dark space (|l ool
intensely illuminated fromalowangleand t her eds n oethdticauld atountforl i g ht
the way hebds | ighted.

Yet another important
aspect of light is
lighting direction 1

that is, the directional
relationship between
the light source and the
figure or object it is
illuminating. There are
five basic lighting
directions. The first is
frontal, meaning that
the light source is in
front of the figure and
aimed pretty much
deadon. Frontal

lighting tends to flatten
facial features, as in
this shot fromLasse
HallsttmoWh at 6 s
Eating Gilbert Grape?
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With sidelighting, the light source illuminates the figure from the side. The effect of sidelighting is
artfully sculpted features, as seen in this shotfibmmv i d FThea Sobia Metwerk

Underlighting is pretty much what kids do with flashlights under theirchinsevn t hey 6r e t
ghost stories: that is, it illuminates the figure from below. Although this shotRramrcis Ford

Co p p AApbazabypse Nows complex in its lighting you can see the sculpting of a sidelight as

well as the shine from a toplight (egpl ned bel ow), i1 tds the underl.
Brando that horremovie vibe.
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Backlighting is a little confusing, at least when applied to the shot below®oms on We |l | es 6
CitizenKane |t 6s tempting to thinkitntdata & ibgaua keldisg Ha
thatodos only true i f the figure is facing the
hedéds facing away from the camera, the | ight sc

perspective he is backliand the effect, as you can see, is the creation of a silhouette.

Toplighting, like all of the other lighting directions, is exactly what it sounds like: lighting the

figure from the topThe effect of toplighting is often something ohalo effectcreating a soft,

light aura around the top of the head and a soft shadow on the neck and shoulders, as in this shot
from W m PaesTekadr s 6

* An excellent movie that most people have never heard of. You should watch it.
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Aside from the five basic lighting directions discussed above, cinematographers often make use of
two veryspecialized lights to achieve a very specific desired effect. The first imthight ,

which is essentially a toplight thatodés strate
to the point of almost glowing, as seen in this shot fromm Bar L e v The Naturald s

And t hen g

theeyelight, a tiny
light aimed from
the side, right at the
eye (or, as is often
the case, right at
the tear that is
escaping from the
eye). This light
creates the
sad/sexyl/intriguing
sparkle that has
mademoviegoers
fall in love with
movie stars for
nearly a century
now. For evidence,
take a look at
Ingrid Bergman at
the end of
Casablanca
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On the flipside of light, there iIsitdorerydow. vEM
carefully createddr artful purposes by cinematographers using specific lighting squrces

intensities, and directionShadows come in two flavorattached shadovg, also known as

shading, occur when illumination on a figure or object creates a shadow that falls upon the
figure/object itself, as in the shbelowfrom Casablanca

The second type of shaddwhe cast shadowi occurs when an object égure caststs shadow
ona di fferent object or fi giUheMaltesalRalcann t hi s sho

l’
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Two final terms related to light and shadawniaroscurois an Italian termligerally translating to
Al i/dgahrtk 0 ) t lraats of exeedme ligist and dark in a single shsin this shot from
Casablanca

Andfilm noir T a French term that literallpeandidarkfi | Trrefersto films that are consistently
dark, not only in terms of visual illumination but also in emotional quality. A classic example is
Bi | | y WlindetBeuledasdh shot from which is presented below:
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Color

Color in film, as in all
visual arts, functions on
four levels: color can be
descriptive, emotional,
symbolic, or structural
or, of course, a
combination of these
functions.Descriptive
color is used to descrihe
or representyvhat
something looks like.
Trees are green, the sky i
blue, clouds are white, skirg
(on white guys) is pinkish,
horses are brown ... asi
this shot fromBrokeback
Mountain

Emotional color is employed to
createfeelings in the perceiver.
Blue, for example, is
non-threatening, as James
Cameron well knows which is
why he chose to
blue skin inAvatar.Green, on the
other hand, is rather shocking,
especially when
the Wicked Witch in Victor

F 1 e miThedgA6zard of Oz.
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Color can also beymbolic i which means that it represents an absideawithin the context of
the film. Think about what the goigkllow and red might mean in the shots below, fitime
WizardofOand fr om SAmericME8eadte s 0

Be caeful, though, about assuming too much about symbolicéaddos peci al | 'y when vy
viewing a film created in a culture other than your own. Most symbolic meanings related to color

are cultural rather than univershl.Western cultur¢ t h e o n dang inpwhidertypicallyi v

stands for purity, red for passionanger, etc. But in Japaripr examplewhite represents death

and redrepresents purity
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