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experience tailored to the needs of each institution, instructor, and student.

DIGITAL SUITE FOR FILM ART
For nearly a generation, Film Art has helped students become informed viewers of 
classic and contemporary films by explaining key vocabulary and concepts of film 
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are better equipped to understand and retain these basic concepts. McGraw Hill 
Connect for Film Art is a highly reliable, easy-to-use homework and learning man-
agement solution that utilizes award-winning adaptive tools to improve student 
results. Connect’s assignments help students contextualize what they’ve learned 
through application, so they can better understand the material and think critically 
about it. 

SmartBook is included in Connect for Film Art and provides an interactive reading 
experience that helps students study more efficiently through adaptive highlighting 
and review. As a student uses SmartBook, it creates a personalized learning path 
that highlights the most important concepts the student needs to grasp at that 
moment in time.

W R I T I N G  A S S I G N M E N T

Available within McGraw Hill Connect® and McGraw Hill Connect® Master, the Writ-
ing Assignment tool delivers a learning experience to help students improve their written 
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R E M OT E  P R O C TO R I N G  &  
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New remote proctoring and browser-locking capabilities, hosted by Proctorio within 
Connect, provide control of the assessment environment by enabling security 
options and verifying the identity of the student.

Seamlessly integrated within Connect, these services allow instructors to con-
trol students’ assessment experience by restricting browser activity, recording stu-
dents’ activity, and verifying students are doing their own work.

Instant and detailed reporting gives instructors an at-a-glance view of potential 
academic integrity concerns, thereby avoiding personal bias and supporting evidence- 
based claims.

New to the thirteenth edition of Connect for Film Art is the Connect eBook, which 
makes it easy for students to access their study material on smartphones and tab-
lets. They can study on the go and don’t need Internet access to use the eBook 
with full functionality.

®
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C R I T E R I O N  C O L L E C T I O N  I N  C O N N E C T

Studying film isn’t just about learning the facts; it’s also about the skills of watching 
and listening closely. Together with the Criterion Collection, we’ve developed a 
series of tutorials and Film Analysis Assignments to introduce students to the 
world of film and challenge them to develop the critical-analysis skills necessary 
to become informed viewers.

The authors have partnered with the Criterion Collection to create brief video 
tutorials, available exclusively in Connect. The tutorials use film clips to clarify and 
reinforce key concepts and model the critical skills necessary to become informed 
viewers. They can be shown in class or assigned for students to view outside class, 
with brief optional follow-up quizzes. Exclusive to Connect for Film Art, these 
videos can be accessed and used in a few different ways:

• Assign students to watch outside of class. Optional assessment questions are 
available to test students’ understanding of the concepts.

• Assign chapters in SmartBook or the Connect eBook, and students will 
encounter videos that are relevant to the content they are reading.

• Access the collection in the Connect Media Bank. Instructors and students 
alike can access any of these videos at any time during the semester.

Following is a list of Criterion Collection tutorial selections available in Connect 
for Film Art: 

Light Sources: Ashes and Diamonds (1958)

Available Lighting: Breathless (1960)

Staging in Depth: Mr. Hulot’s Holiday 
(1953)

Color Motifs: The Spirit of the Beehive 
(1973)

Tracking Shots Structure a Scene: 
Ugetsu (1953)

Tracking Shot to Reveal: The 400 Blows 
(1959)

Style Creates Parallelism: Day of Wrath 
(1943)

Staging and Camera Movement in a 
Long Take: The Rules of the Game 
(1939)

Editing with Graphic Matches: Seven 
Samurai (1954)

Shifting the Axis of Action: Shaun of 
the Dead (2004)

Crossing the Axis of Action: Early  
Summer (1951)

Crosscutting: M (1931)

Elliptical Editing: Vagabond (1985)

Jump Cuts: Breathless (1960)

Sound Mixing: Seven Samurai (1954)

Contrasting Rhythms of Sound and  
Image: Mr. Hulot’s Holiday (1953)

Offscreen Sound: M (1931)

Contrasting Style for Objective and Subjec-
tive Narration: Journey to Italy (1954)

Diegetic Narration by an Unidentified 
Character: I Vitelloni (1953)

Setting and Costume Play an Active 
Role: Ivan the Terrible, Part II (1958)

Two Ways of Staging for Humor: The 
Gold Rush (1925)

The Long Lens and Zooming: Close-up 
(1990)

Playing with Unrealistic Sound: Daisies 
(1966)

Staging with the Main Characters’ Backs 
Toward the Camera: L’Avventura (1960)

Authenticity in Documentaries: Nanook 
of the North (1922)

Surrealism in Experimental Film: Un 
Chien andalou (1929)

What Comes Out Must Go In: 2D  
Computer Animation

Lens and Camera Movement

Film Lighting

Post Production Sound
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In addition, Connect features Film Analysis Assignments with additional clips, film 
stills, and links to movie clips to help students practice analyzing aspects of each 
film and prepare them for their longer written assignments. These include clips 
from the following films:

Battleship Potemkin (1925)

D.O.A. (1950)

The General (1926)

His Girl Friday (1940)

The Lady Vanishes (1938)

M (1931)

Man with a Movie Camera (1929)

Meet John Doe (1941)

Night of the Living Dead (1968)

Nosferatu (1922)

Scarlet Street (1945)

Sita Sings the Blues (2008)

Wackiki Wabbit (1943)

A P P R E C I AT I N G  F I L M

Film Art provides the respected scholarship and analytic tools students need to under-
stand key vocabulary and concepts of film forms, techniques, and history; appreciate 
a wide variety of classic and contemporary films and the creative choices made by 
filmmakers to shape the experience of viewers; and analyze films critically and sys-
tematically to enrich their understanding and appreciation of any film, in any genre.

“Creative Decision” sections provide in-depth examples to deepen students’ apprecia-
tion for how creative choices by filmmakers affect how viewers respond. Discussions 
include, for example, performance and camera positioning in The Social Network, 
editing in The Birds, and overlapping dialogue cuts in The Hunt for Red October.

“Closer Look” features examine important issues in contemporary cinema and 
provide detailed looks at such topics as computer-generated imagery (CGI) in The 
Lord of the Rings, editing in L. A. Confidential, and motifs in The Shining.

Authors’ blog, “Observations on Film Art.” In what Roger Ebert called “the most knowl-
edgeable film blog on the web,” David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson share their ideas 
and experiences with instructors and students (http://www.davidbordwell.net/blog). 
Throughout the text, “Connect to the Blog” references point to blog entries with 
relevant ideas, terms, and film examples, connecting ideas in Film Art to the current 
film scene in an accessible way.

P E R S O N A L I Z I N G  F I L M  T E AC H I N G

Through McGraw Hill Education’s Create, a chapter on film adaptations, written 
by Jeff Smith of the University of Wisconsin, is available for instructors to better 
customize and personalize their film appreciation course. In addition, an appendix, 
“Writing a Critical Analysis of a Film,” is available for instructors who require 
written film critiques, and “DVD Recommendations” provide particularly effective 
resources related to key topics.

McGraw Hill Create allows you to create a customized print book or eBook 
tailored to your course and syllabus. You can search through thousands of McGraw Hill 
Education texts, rearrange chapters, combine material from other content sources, 
and include your own content or teaching notes. Create even allows you to per-
sonalize your book’s appearance by selecting the cover and adding your name, 
school, and course information. To register and to get more information, go to 
http://create.mheducation.com.
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Chapter-by-Chapter Changes

Chapter 1 New references to Wonder Woman 1984, 
Death on the Nile (2022), and Oppenheimer (2023) as  
examples of films shot, at least partially, on IMAX or 
65mm. New discussion of NBCUniversal as a diversified 
entertainment corporation. Updated information about 
Netflix as the world’s leading streaming service. New  
section on the COVID-19 pandemic’s effect on film pro-
duction, distribution, and exhibition.  New references to 
Trolls World Tour, Scoob!, Mulan (2020), Tenet, and  
Spider-Man: No Way Home. Updated chart on international 
theatrical exhibition. New section on digital downloads 
and new streaming companies. Enhanced references to 
the blog “Observations on Film Art.”

Chapter 2 Enhanced references to the blog  
“Observations on Film Art.”

Chapter 3 New reference to Funny Games as an  
example of European “what-if” storytelling. New discus-
sion of The Outfit (2022) in terms of delayed exposition. 
New analysis of Fail Safe as an example of unrestricted 
narration. Enhanced references to the blog “Observations 
on Film Art.”

Chapter 4 New illustrations from Emerald Finnell’s 
Promising Young Woman and Pablo Larrain’s Spencer  
for their use of props and decor. New reference to House 
of Gucci for makeup effects. New quote from Adam Stock-
hausen on the production design for Wes Anderson’s The 
French Dispatch. New callout to a YouTube video about 
Glass Onion: A Knives Out Mystery in which director Rian 
Johnson discusses the use of staging in the arrival 
scene. Enhanced references to the blog “Observations  
on Film Art.”

Chapter 5 New illustrations from Paul Schrader’s The 
Card Counter and Rebecca Hall’s Passing show the look 
produced by unusual camera lenses. Enhanced refer-
ences to the blog “Observations on Film Art.”

Chapter 6 New stills from Matthew Vaughn’s The 
King’s Man to illustrate the principle of the graphic 
match. New example of shot/reverse shot technique  
using Regina King’s One Night in Miami.  New quote 
from director Christopher Nolan on the importance of 
the cut. Enhanced references to the blog “Observations 
on Film Art.”

Chapter 7 New discussion of musical patterns in  
Lorene Scarfaria’s Hustlers. New analysis of musical 
motifs in Destin Daniel Cretton’s Shang-Chi and the  
Ten Rings. New example of sonic flashbacks in Blade 
Runner. Enhanced references to the blog “Observations 
on Film Art.”

Chapter 8 New quote from director Guillermo del  
Toro on the creative choices made during production of 
Pinocchio (2022). Enhanced references to the blog  
“Observations on Film Art.”

Chapter 9 New reference to Julia Ducournau’s Titane 
as an example of the global popularity of horror films. 
New discussion of recent “straight musicals,” such as 
Hamilton, Annette, Dear Evan Hansen, In the Heights, 
tick, tick . . . BOOM! and West Side Story (2021). New  
references to The Phantom of the Open and Hustle as 
sports films. Enhanced references to the blog “Observa-
tions on Film Art.”

Chapter 10 New references to King Richard and Elvis as 
film biographies. New analysis of Ava DuVernay’s 13th as 
an example of rhetorical form in documentaries. Enhanced 
references to the blog “Observations on Film Art.”

Chapter 11 New detailed analysis of Jane Campion’s 
The Piano. Enhanced references to the blog “Observations 
on Film Art.”

Chapter 12 Enhanced references to the blog  
“Observations on Film Art.”
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Instructors 
The Power of Connections

Solutions for  
your challenges
A product isn’t a solution. Real 
solutions are affordable, reliable,  
and come with training and ongoing 
support when you need it and how you 
want it. Visit supportateverystep.com 
for videos and resources both you  
and your students can use throughout  
the term.

Every learner is unique
In Connect, instructors can assign an adaptive reading 
experience with SmartBook® 2.0. Rooted in advanced 
learning science principles, SmartBook 2.0 delivers 
each student a personalized experience, focusing 
students on their learning gaps, ensuring that the time 
they spend studying is time well-spent. 
mheducation.com/highered/connect/smartbook

Affordable solutions, 
added value 
Make technology work for you with  
LMS integration for single sign-on access, 
mobile access to the digital textbook, 
and reports to quickly show you how 
each of your students is doing. And with 
our Inclusive Access program, you can 
provide all these tools at the lowest 
available market price to your students. 
Ask your McGraw Hill representative for 
more information.
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65%
Less Time
Grading

A complete course platform
Connect enables you to build deeper connections with your students through 
cohesive digital content and tools, creating engaging learning experiences. 
We are committed to providing you with the right resources and tools to 
support all your students along their personal learning journeys. 
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Effective tools for efficient studying
Connect is designed to help you be more productive with simple, flexible, intuitive tools that maximize 
your study time and meet your individual learning needs. Get learning that works for you with Connect.

Everything you need in one place 
Your Connect course has everything you need—whether reading your digital eBook 
or completing assignments for class—Connect makes it easy to get your work done.

“I really liked this 
app—it made it easy 
to study when you 
don't have your text-
book in front of you.”

-  Jordan Cunningham,  
Eastern Washington University

Study anytime, anywhere
Download the free ReadAnywhere® app and 
access your online eBook, SmartBook® 2.0,  
or Adaptive Learning Assignments when it’s 
convenient, even if you’re offline. And since  
the app automatically syncs with your Connect 
account, all of your work is available every time 
you open it. Find out more at  
mheducation.com/readanywhere 

Students 
Get Learning that Fits You

Learning for everyone 
McGraw Hill works directly with Accessibility 
Services Departments and faculty to meet the 
learning needs of all students. Please contact your 
Accessibility Services Office and ask them to email  
accessibility@mheducation.com, or visit  
mheducation.com/about/accessibility  
for more information.
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xviii    PREFACE

Over the 40 years of preparing editions of Film Art: An 
Introduction we have incurred many debts to hundreds of 
individuals, and it’s impossible to thank them all 
individually. We do, however, want to thank certain people 
for their long-term support. Our colleagues at the 
University of Wisconsin–Madison: Tino Balio, Maria 
Belodubrovskaya, Ben Brewster, Noël Carroll, Kelley 
Conway, Kaitlin Fyfe, Maxine Fleckner-Ducey, Erik 
Gunneson, Vance Kepley, Mike King, Lea Jacobs, J. J. 
Murphy, Peter Sengstock, and Ben Singer have helped us 
in many ways. Archivists have also been exceptionally 
cooperative, so we thank Eileen Bowser, Elaine Burrows, 
Mary Corliss, the late Susan Dalton, the late Jacques 
Ledoux, Jan-Christopher Horak, Patrick Loughney, Nicola 
Mazzanti, Jackie Morris, Charles Silver, Paolo Cherchi 
Usai, and especially Gabrielle Claes for giving us access to 
films and materials in their collections. Thanks as well to 
Michael Barker of Sony Pictures Classics, Dan Talbot and 
José Lopez of New Yorker Films, and James Schamus, 
formerly of Focus Features. Thanks as well to Roni 
Lubliner of NBC–Universal, Peter McPartlin of Indian 
Paintbrush, and Matt Zoller Seitz of Rogerebert.com, who 
initiated our contact with Mr. McPartlin. We are especially 
grateful to Damien Chazelle, Lionsgate Films, Alissa 
Goldberg, Emma Stone, and Ryan Gosling for their help 
with the La La Land cover illustration used for the previous 
edition. Finally, we appreciate the kind cooperation of 
several filmmakers, including the late Les Blank, Bruce 
Conner, and Norman McLaren, as well as Ernie Gehr, 
Michael Snow, and Frederick Wiseman.

Jeff Smith would like to thank Eric Dienstfrey for his 
valuable advice about the history of film sound technolo-
gies, Michele Smith for her helpful recommendations of 
new film examples, and Megan Lacroix, personal consul-
tant for all things Harry Potter.  He also thanks JJ Bersch, 
Tim Brayton, Erica Moulton, Matt St. John, and Zach 
Zahos for their insights on recent American independent 
films. My gratitude also to Murray Smith, Davide Furlan, 
and Rose Letellier for prompting a search for a better 
example of a sonic flashback.

In preparing this edition, we’re grateful to Ernest 
Enchelmayer, Arkansas Tech University; James Bogdanski, 
Long Beach City College; Cameron Molidor, South College; 
Kristen Hatch, University of California Irvine; Mark Minett, 
University of South Carolina.

We owe special thanks to Erik Gunneson, producer 
and director of our video supplements, and Petra 
Dominkova, whose eagle eye scanned for slips, misprints, 
and inconsistencies.

Warm thanks go as well to Peter Becker, Kim 
Hendrickson, and Grant Delin of the Criterion Collection 
for their generosity in collaborating with us on the Connect 
extracts and the series, “Observations on Film Art.” 

As ever, we’re grateful to the McGraw Hill Education 
publishing team, particularly Elisa Odoardi, Surbhi Sharma, 
Shreya Tiwari, Brianna Kirschbaum, and Jaime Porter.

David Bordwell
Kristin Thompson

Jeff Smith
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F R O M  T H E  AU T H O R S

If you’re in your late teens or early twenties, we have something in common with 
you. That was the age when we became curious about—some would say, obsessed 
with—film, cinema, and movies.

What fueled our enthusiasm was a simple love of this medium and the great 
films we saw. For us, films that are classics today, from Alphaville, 2001, and The 
Godfather through Jaws and Nashville to Chungking Express and The Big Lebowski, 
were new movies. Over the years, we’ve watched film history unfold, and our excite-
ment at new developments hasn’t flagged.

Of course, we loved particular films and admired particular filmmakers. At the 
same time, we were entranced by the artistic possibilities of film as an art form. 
As teachers and writers, we roamed widely, trying to understand films from very 
different traditions—from silent avant-garde cinema to Cold War Hollywood to 
modern Hong Kong film, from Los Angeles to Paris to Tokyo. We’ve written about 
modern Hollywood, including The Lord of the Rings, and filmmakers working out-
side Hollywood—for example, Carl Dreyer, Sergei Eisenstein, and Yasujiro Ozu. 
We’ve also considered the specific contributions of craft workers, such as produc-
tion designers, cinematographers, composers, and sound designers. In the past ten 
years, we’ve extended our explorations to the Web, where we blog regularly about 
the many things that interest us in film.

Studying the arts isn’t just about learning facts. That’s why in Film Art we have 
always emphasized the skills of watching and listening closely. With the tenth edi-
tion, we partnered with the prestigious Criterion Collection of DVDs and Blu-ray 
discs in our Connect Film digital program (see p. xiii). The Criterion Collection 
has long been dedicated to making hundreds of important films available on high-
quality DVD and Blu-ray discs. These editions are packed with informative supple-
ments. It was natural for us to partner with Criterion in providing Connect clips 
modeling essential viewing skills. More recently, we have created a monthly series 
of short video pieces that apply the ideas from Film Art to major classics. This 
series, “Observations on Film Art,” appears on the Criterion Channel (https://
www.criterionchannel.com/). As a subscription service, the Criterion Channel is 
available for both classroom and personal use. This thirteenth edition, then, is 
enhanced by both Connect clips and streaming video from Criterion. We’re grate-
ful for the cooperation of the Criterion Collection, and we hope that these supple-
ments will help our readers become critical, informed viewers.

Filmmaking has undergone a continuous change since we launched this book 
in 1979. Digital technology has given many people access to filmmaking tools, and 
it has changed film distribution and exhibition. You can watch movies on your 
laptop or mobile phone, and films now arrive at theaters on hard drives rather 
than film reels. Because we focus on concepts, and because the techniques we study 
remain central to all sorts of moving-image media, much of what we studied in 
earlier editions remains valid. Still, we’ve expanded our discussion to include the 
creative choices opened up by digital cinema.

Apart from learning concepts and developing skills, the arts broaden our 
tastes. Across 13 editions of Film Art, we’ve made reference to many well-known 
films but also to many that you’ve probably never heard of. This is part of our 
plan. We want to show that the world of cinema teems with a great many unex-
pected pleasures, and we hope to get you curious.

xix
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xx    FROM THE AUTHORS

In surveying film art through such concepts as form, style, and genre, we aren’t 
trying to wrap movies in abstractions. We’re trying to show that there are principles 
that can shed light on a variety of films. We’d be happy if our ideas can help you 
to understand the films that you enjoy. And we hope that you’ll seek out films that 
will stimulate your mind, your feelings, and your imagination in unpredictable ways. 
For us, this is what education is all about.
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Film is a young medium. Painting, literature, dance, and theater have existed for thousands of 
years, but cinema was invented only a little more than a century ago. Yet in its comparatively 
short span, the newcomer has established itself as an energetic and powerful art.

It’s this art that we explore in this book. The chapters that follow show how creative 
people have used moving pictures to give us experiences that we value. We examine the 
principles and techniques that give film its power to tell stories, express emotions, and 
convey ideas.

But this art has some unusual features that we should note from the start. More than 
most arts, film depends on complex technology. Without machines, movies wouldn’t move. 
In addition, film art usually requires 
collaboration among many partici-
pants, people who follow well-proven 
work routines. Films are not only  
created but also produced. Just as 
important, they are firmly tied to their 
social and economic context. Films 
are distributed and exhibited for 
audiences, and money matters at 
every step.

Chapter 1 surveys all these aspects of the filmmaking process. We examine the 
technology, the work practices, and the business side of cinema. All these components 
shape and sustain film as an art.

Film Art and 
Filmmaking

1P A R T
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Film as Art: Creativity, 
Technology, and Business

Motion pictures are so much a part of our lives that it’s hard to imagine a 
world without them. We enjoy them in theaters, at home, in offices, in 
cars, in buses, and on airplanes. We carry films with us in our laptops, 

tablets, and cellphones. Press a button, and a machine conjures up movies for 
your pleasure.

Films communicate information and ideas, and they show us places and ways 
of life we might not otherwise know. As important as these benefits are, though, 
something more is at stake. Films offer us ways of seeing and feeling that we find 
deeply gratifying. They take us through experiences. The experiences are often 
driven by stories centering on characters we come to care about, but a film might 
also develop an idea or explore visual qualities or sound textures.

Such things don’t happen by accident. Films are designed to create experiences 
for viewers. To gain an understanding of film as an art, we should ask why a film 
is designed the way it is. When a scene frightens or excites us, when an ending 
makes us laugh or cry, we can ask how the filmmakers have achieved those effects.

It helps to imagine that we’re filmmakers too. Throughout this book, we’ll be 
asking you to put yourself in the filmmaker’s shoes.

This shouldn’t be a great stretch. You’ve taken still photos with a camera or a 
mobile phone. Very likely you’ve made some videos, perhaps just to record a 
moment in your life—a party, a wedding, or your cat creeping into a paper bag. 
And central to filmmaking is the act of choice. You may not have realized it at the 
moment, but every time you framed a shot, shifted your position, told people not 
to blink, or tried to keep up with a dog chasing a Frisbee, you were making choices.

You might take the next step and make a more ambitious, more controlled 
film. You might compile clips into a YouTube video or document your friend’s 
musical performance. Again, at every stage you make design decisions based on 
how you think this image or that sound will affect your viewers’ experience. What 
if you start your music video with a black screen that gradually brightens as the 
music fades in? That will have a different effect than starting it with a sudden cut 
to a bright screen and a blast of music.

At each instant, the filmmaker can’t avoid making creative decisions about how 
viewers will respond. Every moviemaker is also a movie viewer, and the choices 
are considered from the standpoint of the end user. Filmmakers constantly ask 
themselves: If I do this, as opposed to that, how will viewers react?

The menu of filmmaking choices has developed over time. Late in the 19th 
century, moving pictures emerged as a public amusement. They succeeded because 
they spoke to the imaginative needs of a broad-based audience. All the traditions 

1C H A P T E R
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Art vs. Entertainment? Art vs. Business?    3

that emerged—telling fictional stories, recording actual events, animating objects or, 
drawings, experimenting with pure form—aimed to give viewers experiences they 
couldn’t get from other media. People discovered that they could use cinema to 
shape those experiences in various ways. Suppose we center the actors so they 
command the frame space? Suppose we cut up a scene into shots taken from 
several angles? Suppose we move the camera to follow the actors? Learning from 
one another, testing and refining new choices, filmmakers developed skills that 
became the basis of the art form we have today.

Thinking like a filmmaker is all very well, you might say, if you want a career 
in the business. What if you just want to enjoy movies? We think that you can 
appreciate films more fully if you’re aware of how creative choices shape your 
experience. You’ve probably looked at some making-of bonuses on DVD versions 
of films you love, and some of those supplements have increased your enjoyment. 
We enhance our appreciation of Inception or Moana when we know something of 
the filmmakers’ behind-the-scenes discussion of character motivation and specific 
line readings. We can always get more out of the films we see, and thinking about 
the filmmakers’ choices helps us to understand why we respond as we do.

This is why we start our survey of film art by looking at the process of film 
production. Here we can see, in very tangible ways, the sorts of options available 
to people working in this medium. In every chapter that follows, we invoke what 
film artists have said about the ways they’ve chosen to solve creative problems.

Throughout this book, we focus on the two basic areas of choice and control in 
the art of film: form and style. Form is the overall patterning of a film, the ways its 
parts work together to create specific effects (Chapters 2 and 3). Style involves the 
film’s use of cinematic techniques. Those techniques fall into four categories: 
mise-en-scene, or the arrangement of people, places, and objects to be filmed 
(Chapter 4); cinematography, the use of cameras and other machines to record 
images and sounds (Chapter 5); editing, the piecing together of individual shots 
(Chapter 6); and sound, the voices, sound effects, and music that blend on a film’s 
audio track (Chapter 7). After examining the various techniques, Chapter 8 integrates 
them in an overview of film style.

In later chapters, we discuss how form and style differ among genres and other 
types of films (Chapters 9–10). We consider how we can analyze films critically 
(Chapter 11) and how film form and style have changed across history, offering 
filmmakers different sets of creative choices (Chapter 12). In all, we’ll see how 
through choice and control, film artists create movies that entertain us, inform us, 
and engage our imaginations.

Art vs. Entertainment?  
Art vs. Business?
The term art might put some readers off. If cinema originated as a mass medium, 
should we even use the word? Are Hollywood directors “artists”? Some people 
would say that the blockbusters playing at the multiplex are merely “entertainment,” 
but films for a narrower public—perhaps independent films, or foreign-language fare, 
or experimental works—are true art.

Usually the art/entertainment split rests on a value judgment: Art is serious 
and worthy; entertainment is superficial. Yet things aren’t that simple. Many of the 
artistic resources of cinema were discovered by filmmakers working for the general 
public. During the 1910s and 1920s, for instance, many filmmakers who simply 
aimed to be entertaining pioneered new possibilities for film editing.

As for the matter of value, it’s clear that popular traditions can foster art of 
high quality. Shakespeare and Dickens wrote for broad audiences. Much of the 
greatest 20th-century music, including jazz and the blues, was rooted in popular 
traditions. Cinema is an art because it offers filmmakers ways to design experiences 
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for viewers, and those experiences can be valuable regardless of their pedigree. 
Films for audiences both small and large belong to that very inclusive art we call 
film or cinema.

Sometimes, too, people consider film art to be opposed to film as a business. 
This split is related to the issue of entertainment because entertainment generally 
is sold to a mass audience. In most modern societies, however, no art floats free 
from economic ties. Novels good, bad, and indifferent are published because pub-
lishers and authors expect to sell them. Painters hope that collectors and museums 
will acquire their work. True, some artworks are funded through subsidy or private 
donations, but that process, too, involves the artists in financial transactions.

Films are no different. Some movies are made in the hope that consumers 
will pay to see them. Others are funded by patronage (an investor or organization 
wants to see the film made) or public money. (France, for instance, generously 
subsidizes film projects.) Crowdfunding sites such as Kickstarter offer another 
alternative. You might make short videos for YouTube or Vimeo at little cost, but 
if you hope to make a feature-length digital movie, you face the problem of paying 
for it. If you can’t profit from your film, you may still hope that the project will 
lead to a job.

The crucial point is that considerations of business don’t necessarily make the 
artist less creative or the project less worthwhile. Money can corrupt any activity, 
but it doesn’t have to. In Renaissance Italy, painters were commissioned by the 
Catholic Church to illustrate events from the Bible. Michelangelo and Leonardo 
da Vinci worked for hire, but we revere their artistry.

In this book we won’t assume that film art precludes entertainment. We won’t 
take the opposite position either, claiming that only Hollywood mass-market movies 
are worth our attention. Similarly, we don’t think that film art rises above com-
mercial demands, but we also won’t assume that money rules everything. Any art 
form offers a vast range of creative possibilities.

As an art, film offers experiences that viewers find worthwhile—diverting,  
provocative, puzzling, or rapturous. But how do films do that? To answer that 
question, let’s go back a step and ask: Where do movies come from?

They come from three places. They come from the imagination and hard work 
of the filmmakers who create them. They come from a complex set of machines 
that capture and transform images and sounds. And they come from companies or 
individuals who pay for the filmmakers and the technology. This chapter examines 
the artistic, technological, and business sides of how films come into being.

Creative Decisions in Filmmaking
In Day for Night, French filmmaker François Truffaut plays a director making a 
movie called Meet Pamela. Crew members bring set designs, wigs, cars, and prop 
pistols to him, and we hear his voice telling us his thoughts: “What is a director? 
A director is someone who is asked questions about everything.”

Making a film can be seen as a long process of decision making, not just 
by the director but by all the specialists who work on the production team. 
Screenwriters, producers, directors, performers, and technicians are constantly 
solving problems and making choices. A great many of those decisions affect 
what we see and hear on the screen. There are business choices about the budget, 
marketing, distribution, and payments. Connected to those choices are the 
artistic ones. What lighting will enhance the atmosphere of a love scene? Given 
the kind of story being told, would it be better to let the audience know what 
the central character is thinking or to keep her enigmatic? When a scene opens, 
what is the most economical way of letting the audience identify the time and 
place? We can see how decisions shape the process by looking in more detail 
at a single production.

CONNECT TO THE BLOG
www.davidbordwell.net/blog

We examine an unusual problem 
and a director’s unusual solution in 
“Problems, problems, Wyler’s 
workaround.”
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Creative Decisions in Filmmaking    5

C R E AT I V E  D E C I S I O N S

A Modern, Old-Fashioned Musical: La La Land
Damien Chazelle’s La La Land was released in 2016, a time when movie musicals 
were out of fashion. The few that got made were usually adaptations of successful 
Broadway shows, sometimes cynical (Chicago, 2002), sometimes tragic (Les  
Miserables, 2012). The golden age of original musicals, from the 1940s to the 
1960s, had brought forth cheerful Hollywood films like Singin’ in the Rain (1952) 
and The Band Wagon (1953), as well as those of French director Jacques Demy, 
especially the poignant Umbrellas of Cherbourg (1964).

This was the era that inspired Chazelle in his project. “That tradition of musicals 
composed directly for the screen—where there’s interplay among music, image, 
story, character, and dance—was magical. La La Land started with this idea of 
taking that style of storytelling and applying it to a modern setting.” That decision 
to make an original modern story in an older style guided many aspects of the 
production.

La La Land centers on two young people trying to achieve their artistic dreams: 
Mia, an aspiring actress, and Sebastian, who yearns to open his own jazz club. 
They fall in love but are gradually tugged in opposite directions by their career 
successes.

Chazelle and his team made thousands of decisions during the production of 
La La Land. Here we look at four decisions about film techniques, one for each 
of our four categories: mise-en-scene (Chapter 4), cinematography (Chapter 5), 
editing (Chapter 6), and sound (Chapter 7). 

Saturated Color The classic musicals were typically shot in Technicolor and 
had vivid color schemes (1.1). The Technicolor process is no longer used, but the 
filmmaking team did their best to imitate it. Each design aspect of the mise- 
en-scene—costume, sets, and lighting—reflects this decision, and the set designer, 
costume designer, and cinematographer worked closely together to get an overall 
combination of colors (1.2).

Most shots are not as crammed with colors as this one, but during the first 
half of the film, most have some bright accent that stands out among the more 
muted colors. In the second half, the colors become less vivid as the couple’s future 
is in question. The saturation returns, however, for the final fantasy musical number, 
which revives the tradition of dream numbers (1.3).

1.1, 1.2 Bold color design. In the “Broadway Melody” number from Singin’ in the Rain  (1.1), Technicolor creates bright, vivid colors in 
the setting and costumes. In La La Land, the scene in Mia’s room (1.2) mixes the solid colors of the dresses, the cushions at the left, 
and the orange of the giant poster, along with the smaller shapes in the wallpaper and the accessories. Colored light turns the small 
recess at the rear pink.

1.1 1.2
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The Camera Dances A number of important decisions involved cinematog-
raphy. Chazelle shot the film in a very widescreen ratio, in imitation of the older 
musicals. Another decision was to capture the images on 35mm film rather than 
the common digital formats. This choice enhanced the bright, saturated colors of 
the sets, costumes, and lighting.

A third decision was to make the camera move as freely as possible, following 
the dancers effortlessly. Director of Photography Linus Sandgren explained: “We 
wanted the camera to participate as a dancer and a musical instrument, inspired 
by Justin [Hurwitz’s] music and Mandy [Moore’s] choreography in the musical 
numbers.”

To achieve maximum mobility, two pieces of equipment were chosen: the  
Steadicam and the Oculus remote camera mount. Only two cameras were used 
throughout the production, usually mounted on these devices. A Steadicam is a 
harness and support that allows the camera operator to walk or run with the 
characters. The Steadicam was used both for musical numbers and for many other 
scenes of characters moving around, both indoors and out (1.4, 1.5).

The operator could also step smoothly onto a crane platform to allow a shot 
to continue, moving above the action (1.6, 1.7).

For quick lateral movements, the camera needed to be on the end of a large 
crane and operated remotely. The solution was the Oculus mount, controlled from 
a console, which can rapidly pivot the camera in any direction (1.8). The camera 
rested inside a circular frame, and this was attached to a crane arm that could 
swing it rapidly.

Besides allowing flexible camera movement, the Oculus mount allowed for 
lengthy scenes to consist of a single shot. The “A Lovely Night” number is a vivid 
example. Through Mia and Sebastian’s walk up the hill, their talk around the bench 

1.3 Stylized sets. The dancers move through sets recalling classic MGM musicals, here  
going from an orange grove into a city.  (La La Land)

1.4, 1.5 Camera mobility in sets in La La Land. During the “Someone in the Crowd” number, the Steadicam operator followed the 
four characters through several rooms. At one point, one of the roommates stops in a doorway (1.4), then moves aside as the camera 
plunges through the kitchen to pick up Mia and another roommate in the dining room (1.5).

1.4 1.5
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overlooking the sunset, and their entire dance, the camera was continually running. 
It had to reach 27 separate points in space to synchronize with the dancers’ 
movements.

Editing: No Extra Shots Sandgren describes another important decision that 
was made before shooting. “When Damien talked about the photography on the 
film, he said that he didn’t want the film to feel like it was just shot with coverage.” 
As we discuss in the next section, “coverage” means shooting every scene several 
times from different angles, often using several cameras for each take (pp. 22–23).

The coverage approach generates a great deal of footage and many editing 
options. The result is a string of brief shots and a style that “feels like it was just 
shot with coverage.” To avoid this choppiness, filmmakers must map out in advance 
the specific effect each shot will achieve. As Sandgren puts it, “Every single shot 
has to have a purpose in the film.”

The decision to use single takes in many scenes required careful preparation 
and rehearsals. The opening “Another Day of Sun” number was planned as a single 
lengthy shot, but during rehearsal the crane sometimes cast its shadow into the 
frame. The solution was to shoot three parts of the number as single shots at  
different times of day. They were blended by using whip pans, rapid, blurry movements 
of the camera that give the impression of a continuous shot.

Even La La Land’s nonmusical scenes often play out in long  takes shot with 
a single camera. The scene in which Sebastian argues with Bill, owner of the 

1.6, 1.7 Camera mobility upward. In the “Another Day of Sun” opening number, the Steadicam operator ran among the dancers and 
stepped backward onto a crane platform that lifted him into the air. This enabled him to frame the distant dancers behind the woman 
in the foreground.  (La La Land)

1.6 1.7

1.8 Eye in the sky.  The Oculus mount on a crane extended the 
camera above the dancers and moved quickly with them via remote 
control. (La La Land)
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nightclub where he works, begins with a slow movement forward from a distant 
view to a closer one. A conventional film would have employed shot/reverse shot, 
with a shot of one character alternating with one of the other.

There are occasional scenes with more cutting. A flurry of shots shows items 
in Sebastian’s apartment before the single-take scene with his sister, and another 
burst of brief images introduces the scene in which Sebastian takes Mia to a jazz club. 
These were all shot with a single camera. In contrast, a shot/reverse-shot situation of 
Mia and Sebastian sitting opposite each other at a table having a romantic meal 
that deteriorates into an argument was shot with two cameras aimed at the two 
characters (1.9, 1.10).

Shooting with multiple cameras yields adequate coverage because the filmmakers 
have the option to cut at any point in the flow of the conversation. This simple 
approach doesn’t yield a variety of angles on the couple but a consistent alternation 
of repeated framings. This pattern of editing, common in most films, gains a new 
force in a film with so many single-shot scenes. Using the traditional technique 
here allows the viewer to concentrate on the couple’s growing tension as they realize 
their careers are taking them in different directions.

Sound: Music Before Lyrics For most films, the musical scores are written 
in postproduction. But the musicals of the classic era relied on existing songs or 
created them while the screenplay was being prepared. This is because the numbers 
were filmed with music played back on the set, so songs had to be written and 
recorded before shooting started.

Playback offers filmmakers a couple of key advantages. By recording the music 
in advance, audio engineers are able to get a clean sound mix with strong vocal 
projection. Moreover, because the performers lip synch to the song, playback also 
allows them to concentrate on the number’s blocking and dance choreography.

Again, La La Land respected Hollywood tradition. The songs were written 
during script development, and most of the numbers were filmed with playback. 
A notable exception was Mia’s song “Audition (The Fools Who Dream).” This 
piece was recorded live, following a trend seen in Les Miserables and other  
contemporary musicals.

Composer Justin Hurwitz’s early involvement in La La Land’s production echoed 
classical Hollywood practice. Yet he also took an unusual step. Most songwriting 
teams compose the music and words simultaneously, but Hurwitz wrote the melodies 
for La La Land separately, long before the lyrics were written. This way he could 
test their ability to function both as performed numbers and as themes in his dra-
matic score. Hurwitz wanted to be sure that “all the songs would feel like they belong 
to the same body of work, the same musical. Melodically, orchestrationally, and 
emotionally.” By writing the music before the lyrics, Hurwitz borrowed a technique 
commonly used for songs featured in dramatic films of the 1950s and 1960s.

 There is simply no other art 
form that is as emotionally direct, 
that just cuts through the muck 
right to your heart, as music.”
—Damien Chazelle, director,  
La La Land

 I didn’t—and still don’t—think 
of myself as a songwriter. Most of 
the songs in my career have been 
written as instrumental themes for 
scores and had lyrics added later.  
I write themes that can be used in 
different ways, and developed in 
the course of the scores.”
—Henry Mancini, composer, Breakfast 
at Tiffany’s

1.9 1.10

1.9, 1.10 Shot/reverse-shot for a turning point. Having two cameras recording the conversation allowed for close matching of the 
characters’ positions and a smooth flow of conversation (1.9, 1.10). As a romantic dinner turns into a quarrel, the alternating framings 
emphasize each character’s changing reactions. (La La Land)
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Hurwitz’s decision to integrate the songs into the film’s score reflects a further 
commitment to use melody as a storytelling tool. Many of today’s film scores create 
“beds of sound,” emphasizing rhythm, harmony, and texture over melody. Examples 
include Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross’s score for The Social Network and Hans 
Zimmer’s score for Dunkirk. But classic Hollywood composers created big, memo-
rable themes that gave scenes an emotional sweep. In a musical, these dramatic 
melodies could furnish powerful songs, such as “Somewhere over the Rainbow” in 
The Wizard of Oz. Similarly, in La La Land, melodies such as “Someone in the 
Crowd” and “City of Stars” elevate the dramatic development in a manner that 
you couldn’t get from a beds-of-sound approach.

By carefully blending the songs and the orchestral score, Hurwitz endows La 
La Land with an unusual degree of unity. The big payoff of Hurwitz and Chazelle’s 
decision comes at the film’s conclusion in the dream ballet. With little dialogue 
and sound effects, music amplifies the emotions evoked by the sequence’s stylized 
imagery. “That was a really fun process for me,” said Hurwitz, “composing that 
fantasy sequence, creating the whole epilogue out of melodies that were previously 
in the movie and finding different meanings for those melodies.” As melodies flow 
seamlessly together, Hurwitz’s cue acts as an orchestral suite, fusing the couple’s 
earlier joys with the bittersweet melancholy of what might have been.

All these decisions, along with many others, shape our experience of La La Land. 
By re-creating the look and feel of a classic musical within the modern world, the 
film suggests that people today still harbor feelings that can be expressed only in song 
and dance. Los Angeles is often dismissed as a fantasy realm, a “la la land” of snobs 
and airheads, and at times the film mocks the phonies who are only in it for the ego 
or the money. It counters this image by suggesting that the fantasy side of the city 
comes from “the fools who dream,” who share a genuine urge to express themselves 
in performance. Yet the film acknowledges that career success will take an emotional 
toll. As a result, the “la la” of the title can refer not only to LA but to the hidden 
music that drives idealistic young people to create art that will move others.

Mechanics of the Movies
Filmmaking relies on technology and financing. First, filmmakers need fairly com-
plicated machines. Anyone with a pen and paper can write a novel, and a talented 
kid with a guitar can become a musician. Movies demand much more. Even the 
simplest home video camera is based on fiendishly complex technology. A major 
film involves elaborate cameras, lighting equipment, multitrack sound-mixing  
studios, sophisticated laboratories, and computer-generated special effects.

Partly because of the technology, making a movie also involves businesses. 
Companies manufacture the equipment, other companies provide funding for the 
film, still others distribute it, and finally theaters and other venues present the result 
to an audience. In the rest of this chapter, we consider how these two sides of 
making movies—technology and, business—shape film as an art.

Illusion Machines
Moving-image media such as film and video couldn’t exist if human vision were 
perfect. Our eyes are very sensitive, but they can be tricked. As anyone who has 
paused a video knows, a film consists of a series of frames, or still pictures. Yet we 
don’t perceive the separate frames. Instead, we see continuous light and movement. 
What creates this impression?

For a long time people thought that the effect results from “persistence of 
vision,” the tendency of an image to linger briefly on our retina. Yet if this were 
the cause, we’d see a bewildering blur of superimposed stills instead of smooth 

CONNECT TO THE BLOG
www.davidbordwell.net/blog

For more production background 
on La La Land, see “New colors to 
sing: Damien Chazelle on films and 
filmmaking,” “How La La Land is 
made,” and “La La Land: Singin’ in 
the sun.”
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