
The Shot: Mise-en-Scene

f all the techniques of cinema, mise-en-scene is the one with which we are

most familiar. After seeing a film, we may not recall the cutting or the cam-
era movements, the dissolves or the offscreen sound. But we do remember

the costumes rn Gone with the Wind and the bleak, chilly lighting in Charles Foster
Kane's Xanadu. We retain vivid impressions of the misty streets in The Big Sleep

and the labyrinthine, fluorescent-lit lair of Buffalo Bill in The Silence of the Lambs.

We recall Harpo Marx clambering over Edgar Kennedy's peanut wa-gon (Duck
Soup), Katharine Hepburn defiantly splintering Cary Grant's -eolf clubs (The

Philadelphia Ston), and Michael J. Fox escaping hi-eh-school bullies on an impro-
vised skateboard (Back to the Future).In short, many of our most sharply' etched

memories of the cinema turn out to center on mise-en-scene.

\7hat Is Mise-erl-Scene ?

In the original French, mise en sc\ne (pronounced meez-ahn-sen) means "putting
into the scene;' and it was first applied to the practice of directing plays. Film schol-

ars, extending the term to film direction, use the term to signify the director's con-

trol over what appears in the film frame. As you would expect, mise-en-scene

includes those aspects of film that overlap with the art of the theater: setting, light-
ing, costume, and the behavior of the figures. In controlling the mise-en-scene, the

director stages the event for the camera.

Mise-en-scene usually involves some planning, but the filmmaker may be open

to unplanned events as well. An actor may add a line on the set, or an unexpected
change in lighting may enhanc e a dramatic effect. While filming a cavalry proces-

sion through Monument Valley for Sh e Wore a Yellow Ribbon, John Ford took ad-

vantage of an approaching lightning storm to create a dramatic backdrop for the

action (4.1). The storm remains part of the film's mise-en-scene even though Ford

neither planned it nor controlled it; it was a lucky accident that helped create one

of the film's most affecting passages. Jean Renoir, Robert Altman, and other directors

have allowed their actors to improvise their performances, making the films' mise-en-

scene more spontaneous and unpredictable.
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4.1 She Wore a Yellow Ribbon' a thunderstorm in Monument
Valley.

Realism
Before we analyze mise-en-scene in detail, one preconception must be brought to
light. Just as viewers often remember this or that bit of mise-en-scene from a film,
so they often judge mise-en-scene by standards of realism. A car may seem to be
realistic for the period the film depicts, or a gesture may not seem realistic because
"real people don't act that way."

Realism as a standard of value, however, raises several problems. Notions of
realism varv across cultures, over time, and even among individuals. Marlon
Brando's acclaimed realist performance in the 1954 film On the Waterfrorlr looks
st1 lized today. American critics of the 1910s praisedWilliam S. Hart'sWesterns for
bein'e realistic, but equally enthusiastic French critics of the 1920s considered the
same films to be as artificial as a medieval epic. Most important, to insist rigidly on
realism for all films can blind us to the vast range of mise-en-scene possibilities.

Look, for instance, at the frame from The Cabinet of Dn Caligari (4.2). Such
a depiction of rooftops certainly does not accord with our conception of normal re-
ality. Yet to condemn the film for lacking realism would be inappropriate, because
the film uses stylization to present a madman's fantasy. The Cabinet of Dn Caligari
borrows conventions of Expressionist painting and theater, and then assigns them
the function of su-ggesting the madman's delusion.

It is best. then, to examine the functions of mise-en-scene in the films we see.

While one film might use mise-en-scene to create an impression of realism, others
might seek very different effects: comic exaggeration, supernatural terror, under-
stated beauty, and any number of other functions. We should analyze mise-en-
scene's function in the total film-how it is motivated, how it varies or develops,
how it works in relation to other film techniques.

The Power of Mise-en-Scene
Confining the cinema to some notion of realism would impoverish mise-en-scene.
This technique has the power to transcend normal conceptions of reality, as we can
see from a glance at the cinema's first master of the technique, Georges M6lids.
M6lids's mise-en-scene enabled him to create a totally imaginary world on film.

A caricaturist and magician, Mdlids became fascinated by the Lumibre broth-
ers'demonstration of their short films in 1895. (For more on the Lumidres, see
pp. 182-1 83.) After building a camera based on an English projector, M6lids be-
gan filming unstaged street scenes and moments of passing daily life. One day,
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4.2 An Expressionist rooftop scene

created from jagged peaks and slanted

chimneys in The Cctbinet of Dn Caligari.
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"When Bunuel was preparing The

Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie,

he chose a tree-lined avenue for the

recurring shot of his characters

' :in' I' ; :,0 ::: ::,!;-; ;' J ! i,,
open country and it perfectly

suggested the idea of these people

coming from nowhere and going

nowhere. Bufiuel's assistant said, 'You

can't use that road. lt's been used in

at least ten other movies.' 'Ten other
movies?' said Buituel, impressed.
'Then it must be good."'

4.1 Georges M6lids's desi-en for the

rocket-launchin._q scene in A Trip to the

Moon and...

4.5 The Merntoicl created an undersea world by placing a fish

tank between the camera and an actress, some backdrops, and

"carts for monsters."

the story goes, he was filming at the Place de I'Op6ra, and his camera jammed as

a bus was passing. After some tinkering, he was able to resume filming, but by
this time, the bus had gone and a hearse was passing in front of his lens. When
M6libs screened the film, he discovered something unexpected: a moving bus

seemed to transform instantly into a hearse. Whether or not the anecdote is true,
it at least illustrates Mdlids's recognition of the magical powers of mise-en-scene.
He would devote most of his efforts to cinematic conjuring.

To do so wollld require preparation, since M6lids could not count on lucky ac-

cidents like the bus-hearse transformation. He would have to plan and stage action
for the camera. Drawing on his experience in theater, M6lids built one of the first
film studios -a 

small, crammed affair bristling with theatrical machinery, bal-
conies, trapdoors, and sliding backdrops. He sketched shots beforehand and de-

signed sets and costumes. The correspondence between his detailed drawings and

the finished shots is illustrated in 4.3 and 4.4. As if this were not enough, M6lids
starred in his own films (often in several roles per film). His desire to create magi-
cal effects led Mdlibs to control every aspect of his films' mise-en-scene.

Such control was necessary to crcate the fantasy world he envisioned. Only in a stu-

dio could M6lids produce The Mennaid (4.5). He could also sulround hirnself (playin-e

an astronomer) with a gigantic amay of caftoonish cut-outs in kt Lune (1 tut nfttre (4.6).

4.4 the scene in the fihn.

4.5 The telescope,, globe, and blackboard are all flat, painted

cnt-onts tn Lo Lurte ci urte nfttre.
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4.7 L'Arroseur arrosd.

4.9 Gennatty Yeor Zerc.
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M6libs's "Star-Film" studio made hundreds of short fantasy and trick films
based on such a control over every element in the frame, and the first master of
mise-en-scene demonstrated the great range of technical possibilities it offers. The
legacy of M6lids's magic is a delightfully unreal world wholly obedient to the whims
of the imagination.

Arpects of Mise-eo-Scene
What possibilities for selection and control does mise-en-scene offer the filmmaker?
We can mark out four general areas: setting, costumes and makeup, lighting, and
stagrng.

Setting
Since the earliest days of cineffi&, critics and audiences have understood that setting
plays a mol€ active role in cinema than it usnally does in the theater. Andr6 Bazin writes,

The human being is all-important in the theatre. The drama on the screen can exist with-
out actors. A ban-ein-e door. a leaf in the wind, waves beatin.,g on the shore can heighten
the dramatic effect. Some film masterpieces use man only as an accessory, like an ex-
tra. or in counterpoint to nature, which is the true leading character.

Cinema setting can come to the forefront; it need not be only a container for human
events but can dynamically enter the narrative action. (See 4.124, 4.127, 6.114,
6.124.6.125. 8.135, and 8.136 for examples of settings without characters.)

The filmrnaker may control settin-e in many ways. One way is to select an

already existin-e locale in which to sta-ee the action, a practice stretching back to the
earliest films. Louis Lumidre shot his short comedy L'Arroseur arrosd ("The Wa-
tererWatered." 4.7 ) in a garden, and Jean-Luc Godard filmed the exteriors for Con-
tentpt on the resort island of Capri, off the coast of Italy (4.8). At the close of World
War II. Roberto Rossellini shot Germany Year Zero in the rubble of Berlin (4.9). To-
da)' filmnrakers often -qo on location to shoot.

Alternatively, the filmmaker may construct the setting. M6libs understood that
shooting in a studio increased his control, and many filmmakers followed his lead.
In France, Germany, and especially the United States, the possibility of creating a
wholly artificial world on film led to several approaches to setting.

Some directors have emphasized authenticity. For example, Erich von Stro-
heim prided himself on meticr"rlous research into details of locale for Greecl (4.10).
All the Presiclent's Mert (1976) took a similar tack, seeking to duplicate the Wash-

irtgtort Post office on a soundstage (4.11). Even wastepaper from the actual office

4.8 The filmmakers constructed none of the
character placement and framing turn it into a

setting in this shot from Contentpf, but control of
nearly abstract composition.
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4.10 Details like han-ein-e flypaper and posters create a tavern
scene tn Greecl.

412 The Babylonian seqLlences of Intolerctn('e conbined
influences from Assyrian history, 19th-century biblical
illustration, and modern dance.

4.ll Replicatin-9 an etctt-titl newsroonr in A ll tlrc Pre.siclent's Mert.

4.13 In lyurt the Ten'ible, Part 2, the
decor merkes the characters seem to
wri-9.-9le from one space to another.

4.15 ln Brant Stoket"s Drac'ulu, apart from the candles, the

settin-e of this scene has been obliterated by darkness.
4.14 ln Wings o.f Desire, busy, colorful
attention away from the man lyin-e on the

graffiti on a wall draw
gror"rnd.
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was scattered around the set. Other films have been less committed to historical ac-
curacy. Though D. W. Griffith studied the various historical periods presented rn In-
tolerance, his Babylon constitutes a personal image of that city (4.12). Similarly, in
Ivan the Terrible, Sergei Eisenstein freely stylized the decor of the czar's palace to
harmonize with the lighting, costume, and figure movement, so that characters
crawl through doorways that resemble mouseholes and stand frozen before alle-
gorical murals (4.13).

Setting can overwhelm the actors, as in Wim Wender's Wings of Desire (4.14),,

or it can be reduced to nothing, as in Francis Ford Coppola's Bram Stoker's
Dracula (4.15).

The overall design of a setting can shape how we understand story action. In Louis
Feuillade's silent crime serial The Vampires, & criminal gang has killed a courier on his
way to a bank. The gang's confederate, Irma Vep, is also a bank employee, and just as

she tells her superior that the courier has vanished, an imposter, in beard and bowler
hat, strolls in behind them (4.16). They turn away from us in surprise as he comes for-
ward (4.17). Working in a period when cutting to closer shots was rare in a French
film, Feuillade draws our attention to the man by centering him in the doorway.

Something similar happens in a more crowded setting in Juzo Itami'sTampopo.
The plot revolves aroLlnd a widow who is trying to improve the food and service she

offers in her restaurant. In one scene, a truck driver (in a cowboy hat) helps her by
takin.-e her to another noodle shop to study technique. Itami has staged the scene so

that the kitchen and the counter serve as two arenas for the action. At first, the widow
watches the noodle-man take orders, sitting by her mentor on the edge of the kitchen
(4.18). Quickly, the counter fills with customers calling out orders. The truck driver
challen_ses her to match the orders with the customers, and she steps closer to the cen-
ter of the kitchen (4.19). After she calls out the orders correctly, she turns her back to
us. and our interest shifts to the customers at the counter, who applaud her (4.20).

As the Tantpopo example showS, color can be an important component of set-

tin-es. The dark colors of the kitchen surfaces make the widow's red dress stand out.
Robert Bresson's L'Argent creates parallels among its various settings by the recur-
rence of drab sreen back..grounds and cold blue props and costumes (4.21-4.23). In
contrast, JacqLles Tati's P/al Time displays sharply changing color schemes. In the
first portion of Plat, Tirrte, the settings and costumes are mostly gray, brown, and
black-cold, steely colors. Later in the film, however, beginning in the restaurant
scene, the settings start to sport cheery reds, pinks, and greens. This change in the
settin,_9s' colors supports a narrative development that shows an inhuman city land-
scape that is transformed by vitality and spontaneity.

A full-size settin-e need not always be built. Through much of the history of the
cinema, filmmakers used miniature buildings to create fantasy scenes or simply to
economtze. Parts of settin-qs could also be rendered as paintings and combined pho-
to-eraphically with full-sized sections of the space. Now, digital special effects are

used to fill in portions of the setting, such as cities in The Phantom Menoce and The
Frfth Elenrcrt (4.24). Since such special effects also involve cinematography, we
look at them in the next chapter.

In manipulating a shot's setting, the filmmaker may create props-short for
propet'ru This is another term borrowed from theatrical mise-en-scene. When an ob-
ject in the setting has a function within the ongoing action, we can call it a prop.
Films teem with examples: the snowstorm paperweight that shatters at the beginning
of Citizen Kane, the little girl's balloonin M, the cactus rose in The ManWho Shot
Liberty Valonce, Sarah Connor's hospital bed turned exercise machine in krmina-
tor 2: Judgrnent Day. Comedies teem with props used for humorous purposes (4.25).

In the course of a narrative, a prop may become a motif. The shower curtain in
Psycho is at first an innocuous part of the setting, but when the killer enters the
bathrooffi, the curtain screens her from our sight. Later, after the murder, Norman
Bates uses the curtain to wrap up the victim's body.

Alexander Payne created a story motif by repeating one type of prop in Elec-
tion. The fussy, frustrated high-school teacher begins his day by cleaning out the

4.16 In Les

fiame created

Vctmpires, a background
byalargedoorway...

4.17 . . . emphasizes the importance of
an entering character.

',, "Th€ best sets are the simplest, most
'decent' ones; everything should

, cotltribute to the feeling of the story

, and anything that does not do this

' has no place. Reality is usually too
' complicated. Real locations contain
, too much that is extreme or

contradictory and always require

some simplifying: taking things away,

unifying colors, etc. This strength
' through simplicity is much easier to

achieve on a built set than in an

existing location."

- Stuart Craig, art director, Notting Hill
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4.18 In kunl)opo, at the start of the scene. the noodle cor-rnter,

with orrly two custorners. occr-rpies the center of the action. The
widow and her trr"rck driver mentor stand inconspiciously at the

lefi.

4.2O When she has triumphantly rnatched the orders, she ,gets il
round of applaLlse. By turnin-e her erwery from us, Itarmi once nrore

eurpharsizes the counter alea, now filled with customers.

419 Afier the counter is full. the drauratic enrphasis shifis to
the kitchen when the widow rises and takes the challenge to nalne
the customel s' orciers. Her recl dress helps draw attention to her.

4.21 Color links the home in L'Argent .

. . and later to the prison.

afterward, he picks up hallway litter (4.27). At a

he decides to conceal a decisive ballot, which he

a wastebasket (4.28). Payne calls this the rnotif of
since that's in fact the climax of the film. . So

4.21

facnlty refrigerator (4.26). Soon
major turning point in the plot,
crllmples and secretly drops into
trash, "of throwing things away,
we establish it early on."

When the filmmaker uses color to create parallels among elements of setting,
a color motif may become associated with several props, ?S in Souleymane Ciss6's

4.22 to the school
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4.24 Tlte Fi.fih Elemerrl creates a collagelike city using computer graphics to join images

from various sorlrces.

4.25 The irresponsible protagonist of Grounclhog Duy eats an

enormous breakfast made up of props that dominate the

foreground of the diner setting.

Finye (Tlte Wincl, 4.29-4.31). In these and other scenes, the recLlrrent use of orange
creates a cluster of nature motifs within the narrative. Later in this chapter, we shall
examine in more detail how elements of setting can weave through a film to form
motifs within the narrative.

Costume and Makeup
Like setting, costume can have specific functions in the total film, and the range of pos-
sibilities is huge. Erich von Stroheim, for instance, was as passionately committed to
authenticity of dress as of setting, and he was said to have created underwear that would
instill the proper mood in his actors even though it was never to be seen in the fihn. In
Griffith'sThe Birth of a Nation, apoignant moment occurs when the Little Sisterdec-
orates her dress with "ermine" made of cotton dotted with spots of soot (4.32). The
costume displays the poverty of the defeated Southemers at the end of the Civil War.

In other films, costumes may be quite stylized, calling attention to their purely
graphic qualities. Throughout lvan the Terrible, costumes are carefully orchestrated
with one another in their colors, their textures, and even their movements. One
shot of Ivan and his advers ary gives their robes a plastic sweep and dynamism
(4.33). In Freak Orlanclo, tllrike Ottinger (herself a costume designer) boldly
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4.26 In Elec'tiort, as he discards spoiled leftovers, the teacher is suspicior-rsly watched by the

custodian-who will play an important role in his downtall.

4.27 He tosses a scrap of paper into the corridor trash bin.

4.28 A close-up of the teacher's hand discarding the crucial vote for student council
president.



4.29 Firtye begins with a woman carrying an oran-qe calabash

as the wind rustles through weeds.

4.31 At the errcl. the little boy passes his bowl to someone

offscreen-llossiblr the colrple seen earlier.

4.33 The sweepin-e folds of a priest's
li-ghtwei_uht black robe contrast with the
heavy cloak ancl train of the czar's finery
in Ivan the Tert'ible .

As/recrs rf Misc-ctr-Scorc

4.30 Later, the vengeful -grandfather prepares to stalk his

grandson's persecutor by dressin.e in oran-ge and nrakin-9 ma-uic

before a fire.

4.32 In The Birth qf u ltlutiort, the Little
Sister realizes how shabby her dress

remains despite her attempts to add festive
trtntmtn_9.

tzr

4.14 Stylized costumes in Frectk Orlanclo.
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4.36 Hildv's stylish hut with u low-
dipping hrinr worn c-ar'lv in Hi,s Girl
Fridn\'...

4.37 . . . is rcpllrcccl hv ir "nrascr.rline"

hat with its hrin'l puslrr'cl up..journalist-
stvlr-. when she re-trrnrs to work.

4.35 ln Bt/z, sun-glasses shield Marcello from the world.

uses costLlmes to display the spectrum's primary colors in maximLrm intensit\/
(4.34).

Costumes can play important motivic and callsal roles in narratives. The film
director Guido in Fellini's B1/z persistently uses his derrk -elasses to shield himself
from the world (4.35). To think of Dracula is to recall how his billowing cape en-
wraps his victims. When Hildy Johnson, in His Girl Fridav su,itches from her role
of aspiring housewife to that of reporter, her hats chan-ee as well (4.36, 4.37). In the
rLrnaway bus section of Speecl, during a phone conversation w'ith Jack, the villain
Howard refers to Annie as a "Wildcat"; Jack sees Annie's University of Arizona
sweater and realizes that Howard has hidden a video canreril aboard the bus. A cos-
tume provides the clue that allows Jack to outwit Howard.

As we have already seen in Tarnpopo and L'Argert (p. 118). costume is often
coordinated with settin-{. Since the filmmaker r"rsually wants to emphasize the hu-
man figures, settin.-q may provide a more or less neutral background, while costllme
lrelps pick out the characters. Color desi..en is particularly important here. The Freuk
Orlando costumes (4.34) stand out boldly against the neutral gray background of
an artificial lake. In The Night of the Shooting Sturs, luminous wheat fields set off
the hard black-and-bh"re costumes of the fascists and the pearsants (4.38). The di-
rector may instead choose to match the color values of settin-e and costume more
closely. One shot in Fellini's Casanovo creates a color -eradation that rLlns frorn
bri,_eht red costumes to paler red walls, the whole composition capped by a small
white accent (4.39). This "bleeding" of the costume into the setting is carried to a
kind of limit in the prison scene of THX I l38, in which George Lucas strips both
locale and clothing to stark white on white (4.40).

Ken Russell's Wornen in Love affords a clear example of how costume and set-

tin-g can contribute to a film's overall narrative progression. The opening scenes

portray the characters' shallow middle-class life by means of saturated primary and
complementary colors in costume and setting (4.41).In the middle portions of the
film, as the characters discover love on a country estate, pale pastels predorninate
(4.42). The last section of Wornen irt Love takes place around the Matterhorn, and
the characters'ardor has cooled. Now the colors have become even paler, domi-
nated by pure black and white (4.43). By integratin..q with settin_e, costume may
function to reinforce narrative and thematic patterns.

Many of these points about costume apply equally to a closely related area of
mise-en-scene, the actors' makeup. Makeup wers originally necessary because ac-

tors' faces would not register well on early film stocks. Up to the present, it has

been used in variolls ways to enhAnce the appearance of actors on the screen. Over



4.38 The clirnactic skirrnish of The Niglt o.f'the Shootirtg, S/cr'.r.
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4.39 Casartoln.' subtle color gradations and a drarnatic accent
in the distance.

4.41 Bri-eht colors in an early scene of
Wtrtten irt Loye -give way . . .

4.40 Heads seem to

settings Lrlend in THX
float in space as white costnmes and

II38.

4.42
fields . .

to the softer hues t-lf tree's arnd 4.43 . . . and finally to a predominantly
white-ancl-bIack schente.

4.45 In lyart tlte Terrible, Parrt l.
nrarkeup shapes the eyebrows and hollolvs
the eye sockets to empharsize lveln's
plercrng gaze.

4,44 Li-uht, blank back-{rouncls focus
attention on the actors' faces in many
shots of La Pus.siott tle Jeurtrte cl'Arc.
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4.46 ln Heot, Al Pacino's

eyebrows and, with the help

under his eyes.

maker-rp gives him sli-ehtly

of the lighting, minimizes

the course of film history, a wide range of possibilities has emerged. Dreyer's La
Passion cle Jeanne d'Arc was famous for its complete avoidance of makeup (4.44).
This film relied on close-ups and tiny facial changes to create an intense religious
drama. On the other hand, Nikolai Cherkasov did not look particularly like
Eisenstein's conception of Czar Ivan IV so he wore a wig and false beard, nose, and
eyebrows for lvan the Terrible (4.45). Changing actors to look like historical
personages has been one common function of makeup.

Today makeup usually tries to pass unnoticed, but it also accentuates expres-
sive qualities of the actor's face. Since the camera may record cruel details that
would pass unnoticed in ordinary life, any unsuitable blemishes, wrinkles, and
sagging skin will have to be hidden. The makeup artist can sculpt the face, making
it seem narrower or broader by applying blush and shadow. Viewers expect that fe-
male performers will wear lipstick and other cosmetics, but the male actors are of-
ten wearing makeup, too (4.46, 4.47).

Film actors rely on their eyes to a very great extent (see box, p. 134), and
makeup artists can often enhance eye behavior. Eyeliner and mascara can draw at-
tention to the eyes and emphasize the direction of a glance. Nearly every actor will
also have expressively shaped eyebrows. Lengthened eyebrows can enlarge the face,
while shorter brows make it seem more compact. Eyebrows plucked in a slightly ris-
ing curve add gaiety to the face, while slightly sloping ones hint at sadness. Thick,
straight brows, commonly applied to men, reinforce the impression of a hard, seri-
ous gaze. Thus eye makeup can assist the actor's performance (4.481 4.49).

In recent decades, the craft of makeup has developed in response to the popll-
larity of horror and science fiction genres. Rubber and plasticine compounds create
bumps, bulges, extra organs, and layers of artificial skin in such films as David Cro-
nenberg's The Fly (4.50). In such contexts, makeup, like costume. becones impor-
tant in creating character traits or motivating plot action.

Lighting
Much of the impact of an image comes from its manipulation of lighting. In cin-
ema, lighting is more than just illumination that permits us to see the action. Lighter
and darker areas within the frame help create the overall composition of each shot
and thus guide our attention to certain objects and actions. A bri-ehtly illuminated
patch may draw our eye to a key gesture, while a shadow may conceal a detail or
build up suspense about what may be present. Lighting can also articulate textures:
the curve of a face, the grain of a piece of wood, the tracery of a spider's web, the
sheen of glass, the sparkle of a gem.

4.47 In The Goclfather Part III, made

five years before Heat, Pacino looks older.

Not only has his hair been whitened, but the

makeup, again assisted by the lighting, gives

him more sunken and baggy eyes, more

hollow cheeks, and a longer, flatter chin.

rounded

the bags
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4.50 Jeff Goldblum, nearly

Llnrecognizable under .-grotesque makeLlp,

during his transforrnartion into Tlte Fly.

4.51 ln The Cheat, Cecil B. DeMille
suggested a jail cell by castin-9 a bri-uht

light on a man's face and body throu-eh

Llnseen barrs.

4.52 Robert Bresson's P icklxtcket.

r75

4.48 In Speerl, Sandra Bullock's eyeliner, shadow, and arched brows make her eyes vivid and

-9ive her an alert expression.

4.49 For the sal-ne scene. the eyeliner on Keanu Reeves makes the upper edges of his eyes

stand out. Note also the somewhat fierce curve of the eyebrows, accentuating his slight frown.

Li,_ehtin._s shapes objects by creating highlights and shadows. A highlight is a patch
of relative brightness on a surface. The man's face in 4.51 and the edge of the fingers
in 4.52 display highlights. Highlights provide impor-tant cues to the texture of the sur-
face. If the surface is srnooth, like glass or chroffie, the highlights tend to gleam or
sparkle; a rougher surface, like a coarse stone facing, yields more diffuse highlights.

There are two basic types of shadows, each of which is important in film com-
position: attached shadows, or shading, and cast shadows. An attached shadow oc-
curs when li.-qht fails to illuminate part of an object because of the object's shape or
surface features. If a person sits by a candle in a darkened room, patches of the face
and body will fall into darkness. Most obviously, the nose often creates a patch of
darkness on an adjoining cheek. This phenomenon is shading, or attached shadow.
But the candle also projects a shadow on the wall behind. This is a cast shadow, be-
cause the body blocks out the light. The shadows in 4.51, for example, are cast
shadows, made by bars between the actor and the light source. But in 4.52, the
small, dark patches on the hand are attached shadows, for they are caused by the
three-dimensional cLlrves and ridges of the hand itself.
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"Light is everything. lt expresses

ideology, emotion, colour, depth,

style. lt can efface, narrate, describe.

With the right lighting, the ugliest

face, the most idiotic expression can

radiate with beauty or intelligence."

- Frederico Fellini, director

4.53 Attlrched shadows on firces crearte ir

dramatic composition in John Huston's
Asphalt Jungle.

4.54 In this shot from Satyajit Ray's
Apttrr4jilo, Apu's rlother and the globe she

holcls are ernphasizecl by hard lighting.
wlrile . . .

As these examples suggest, highlights and shadows help create our sense of a
scene's space. In 4.51, a few shadows imply an entire prison cell. Lighting also
shapes a shot's overall composition. One shot from John Huston's Aspholt Jungle
welds the gang members into a unit by the pool of light cast by a hanging
lamp (4.53). At the same time, it sets up a scale of importance, emphasizing the
protagonist by making him the most frontal and clearly lit figure.

A shot's lighting affects our sense of the shape and texture of the objects de-
picted. If a ball is lit straight on from the front, it appears round. If the same ball is
lit from the side, we see it as a half-circle. Hollis Frampton's short film Lemon con-
sists primarily of light moving around a lemon, and the shifting shadows create dra-
matically changing patterns of yellow and black. This fihn almost seems designed
to prove the truth of a remark made by Josef von Sternberg, one of the cinema's
masters of film lighting: "The proper use of light can embellish and dramatrze every
object."

For our purposes, we can isolate four major
ity, direction, source, and color.

features of film lighting: its qual-

Lightin g quali4, refers to the relative intensity of the illuminati on. Harcl lighting
creates clearly defined shadows, crisp textures, and sharp edges, whereas soft light-
ing creates a diffused illumination. In nature, the noonday sLln creates hard light,
while an overcast sky creates soft light. The terms are relative, and many lighting sit-
uations will fall between the extremes, but we can usually recognize the differences
(4.541 4.55).

The direction of lighting in a shot refers to the path of light from its source or
sources to the object lit. "Every light," wrote von Sternberg, "has a point where it
is brightest and a point toward which it wanders to lose itself completely. . The
journey of rays from that central core to the outposts of blackness is the adventure
and drama of light." For convenience we can distinguish among frontal lightin._e.

sidelighting, backlighting, underlighting, and top lighting.
Frontal lighting can be recognized by its tendency to eliminate shadows. In

4.56, from Jean-Luc Godard's La Chinoise, the result of such frontal li-ehtin-e is a
fairly flat-looking image. Contrast 4.57, from Touch of Evil, in which Orson Welles
uses a hard sidelight (also called a crosslight) to sculpt the character's features.

Backlighting, oS the name suggests, comes from behind the subject filmed. It
can be positioned at many angles: high above the figure, at various angles off to the
side, pointing straight at the camera, or from below. Used with no other sollrces of
light, backlighting tends to create silhouettes, as in 4.58. Combined with more
frontal sources of light, the technique can create an unobtrusively illuminated con-
tour. This use of backlighting is called edge lighting or rint lighting (4.59).

As its name implies, underlighting suggests that the light comes from below
the subject. In 4.60, the underlighting suggests an offscreen flashli-eht. Since

4.55 . . . in another shot from the same

film. sofier lighting bh"rrs contours and

textures and makes for more diftusion and

gentler contrasts between li_qht and shade.

4.56 ln La Chinoise, fiontal lighting
makes the actress's shadow fall directly
behind her, where we cannot see it.



Aspects of Mise-en-Scene r27

4.57 In Touc'lt r1f Evil, sidelight creates

sharp attached shaclows by the charzlcter's

nose, cheek, and lips, while long cast shad-

ows appear on the file cabinets at the lefi.

4.58 In Godard's Passiort, the lamp and

window provide backlighting that presents

the woman almost entirely in silhouette.

4.59 In Wings, a narrow line
makes each actor's body stand

the background.

of light
out from

4.60 ln Tlte Si.vr/r Sertse, a flashlight lights the boy's face trom below,
enhancin-s our enrpathy rvith his fright as he feels the presence of a ghost.

underlighting tends to distort features, it is often used to create dramatic horror
effects, but it may also simply indicate a realistic light source, such as a fireplace.
As usual. a particular technique can function differently according to context.

Top lighting is exemplified by 4.61, where the spotlight shines down from al-
most directly above Marlene Dietrich's face. Von Sternberg frequently used such
a high frontal light to bring out the line of his star's cheekbones. (Our earlier
example from Aspholt Jungle rn Figure 4.53 provides a less glamorous instance of
top lighting.)

Lighting can also be characterized by its source. In making a documentary, the
filmmaker may be obliged to shoot with the light available in the actual surround-
ings. Most fictional films, however, use extra light sources to obtain greater control
of the image's look. In most fictional films, the table lamps and streetlights you see

in the mise-en-scene are not the principal sources of illumination for the filming.
Br.rt these visible sollrces of light will motivate the lighting decisions made in pro-
duction. The filmmaker will usually strive to create a lighting design that is consis-
tent with the sources in the setting. In 4.62,, from The Miracle Worker the window
in the rear and the lantern in the right foreground are purportedly the sources of il-
lumination, but you can see the many studio lights used in this shot reflected as tiny
white dots in the glass lantern.

Directors and cinematographers manipulating the lighting of the scene will
start from the assumption that any subject normally requires two light sources:

4.61 Top lighting in Josef von Sternberg's

Slrunghoi E.rpr?.s.s.

4.62 Apparent and hidden li-eht sources

in The Mirac'le Wtrken
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4.6, Strong key and soft fill light
combined in The Bodl,guard.

"When taking close-ups in a colour
picture, there is too much visual

information in the background, which

tends to draw attention away from
the face. That is why the faces of the

actresses in the old black and white
pictures are so vividly remembered.

Even now, movie fans nostalgically
recall Dietrich . . . Garbo . . . Lamarr . . .

Why? Filmed in black and white,

those figures looked as if they were

lit from within. When a face

appeared on the screen over'
exposed-the high-key technique,

which also erased imperfections-it
was as if a bright object was

emerging from the screen."

- Nestor Almendros, cinematographer

4.64 Bezhin Meadow.

a key light and a fill light. The key light is the primary source, providing the
dominant illumination and casting the strongest shadows. The key light is the most
directional light, and it usually corresponds to the motivating light source in the set-
ting. A fill is a less intense illumination that "fills in," softening or eliminating
shadows cast by the key light. By combining key and fill, and by adding other
sources, lighting can be controlled quite exactly.

The key lighting source may be aimed at the subject from any angle, as our ex-
amples of lighting direction have indicated. As one shot from lvan the Terrible
shows (4.11), underlighting may be the key source, while a softer and dimmer fill
falls on the setting behind the figure.

Lights from various directions can be combined in any way. A shot may Llse

key and fill lights without backlighting. In the frame from The Boclyguarcl (4.63). a

strong key light from offscreen left throws a dramatic shadow on the u,all at the
right. The dim fill light inconspicuously shows the back wall and ceilin-e of the set.

but leaves the right side of the actor's head dark.
In 4.64, from Bezhin Meaclovv, Eisenstein uses a number of light sources and

directions. The key light falling on the figures comes from the left side, but it is hard
on the face of the old woman in the foreground and softened on the face of the man
because a fill light comes in from the right. This fill light falls on the woman's fore-
head and nose.

Classical Hollywood filmmaking developed the custom of usin g at least three
light sources per shot: key light, fill light, and backlight. The most basic arrange-
ment of these lights on a single figure is shown rn 4.65. The backlight comes from
behind and above the figure, the key light comes diagonally from the front, and a

fiU light comes from a position near the camera. The key will usually be closer to
the figure or brighter than the fill. Typically, each major character in a scene will
have his or her own key, fill, and backlight. If another actor is added (as in the dot-
ted figure in 4.65), the key light for one can be altered slightly to form the backlight
for the other, and vice versa, with a fill light on either side of the camera.

ln 4.66, the Bette Davis character in Jezebel is the most important figure, and
the three-point lighting centers attention on her: a bright backlight from the rear

upper right highlights her hair and edge-lights her left arm. The key light is off left,
making her right arm brightly illuminated. A fill light comes from just to the right
of the camera. It is less bright than the key. This balanced lighting creates mild
shading, modeling Davis's face to suggest volume rather than flatness. (Note the

slight shadow cast by her nose.) Davis's backlight and key light serve to illuminate
the woman behind her at the right, but less prominently. Other fill lights, called
background or set lighting, fall on the setting and on the crowd at the left rear.

Three-point lighting emerged during the studio era of Hollywood filmmaking, and

it is still widely used, as in 4.67, from Steven Spielberg's Catch Me IfYou Can.



bock

co mero

4.65 Three-point lighting, one of the basic techniques of
Hollywood cinema.

4.67 ln Cutclt Me If Wru Cart, the ne'er-do-well father can't
sLlppress a -9rin at his son s impersonation, and the high-key
lightin-e accentuates the upbeat tone of the scene.

You may have already noticed that this three-point lighting system demands
that the larnps be rearranged virtually every time the camera shifts to a new framing
of the scene. In spite of the great cost involved, most Hollywood films have a dif-
ferent lighting arrangement for each camera position. Such variations in the light
sources do not conform to reality, but they do enable filmmakers to create clear
compositions for each shot.

Three-point lighting was particularly well suited for the high-key lighting used
in classical Hollywood cinema and other filmmaking traditions. High-key lighting
refers to an overall lighting design that uses fill light and backlight to create low
contrast between brighter and darker areas. Usually, the light quality is soft, mak-
ing shadow areas fairly transparent. The frames from Jez,ebel (4.66) and from Catclt
Me If You Can (4.67) exemplify high-key lighting. Hollywood directors and cine-
matographers have relied on this for comedies, adventure films, and most dramas.
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4.65 The three-point system's effect as it looks on the screen in

Jez,ebel.

4.68 Bac'k to the Future: day

4.69 versLrs ni-ght.
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4.7O ln Kanctl, low-key lighting creates

a harsh highlight on one side of the

woman's face,, a deep shadow on the other.

"When I started watching films in the

1940s and 1950s, lndian
cinematography was completely
under the influence of Hollywood
aesthetics, which mostly insisted on

the 'ideal light' for the face, using

heavy diffusion and strong backlight.

I came to resent the complete
disregard of the actual source of light
and the clichdd use of backlight.

Using backlight all the time is like

. using chili powder in whatever you

', cook."

- Subrata Mitra, cinematographer

High-key lighting is not used sirnply to render a brightly lit situation, such as a
dazzling ballroom or a sunny afternoon. High-key lighting is an overall approach to
illurnination that can suggest different lighting conditions or times of day. Consider,
for example, two frames from Bock to the Future. The first shot (4.68) uses high-key
illumination matched to daylight and a brightly lit malt shop. The second frame (4.69)
is from a scene set in a room at night, but it still Llses the high-key approach, as can

be seen from the lighting's softness, its low contrast, and its detail in shadow areas.

Low-key illumination creates stronger contrasts and sharper, darker shadows.
Often the lighting is hard, and fill light is lessened or eliminated altogether. The ef-
fect is of chiaroscuro, or extremely dark and light regions within the image. An ex-
ample is 4.70, from Andrzej Wajda's Kanal. Here the fill light and background li,_qht

are significantly less intense than in high-key technique. As a result, shadow areas

on the left third of the screen remain hard and opaque. In 4.71, a low-key shot from
Leos Carax's Mauvais scu7g, the key light is hard and comes from the side. Carax
eliminates both fill and background illumination, creating very sharp shadows and
a dark void around the characters.

As our examples indicate, low-key lighting has usually been applied to somber
or mysterious scenes. It was common in horror films of the 1930s and films noirs
(dark films) of the 1940s and 1950s. The low-key approach was revived in the
1980s in such films as Blacle Runner and Rumble Fish and continued in the 1990s

in films noirs like SeTen and The Usual Suspects. In El Srtr (4.72). Victor Erice's
low-key lighting yields dramatic chiaroscuro effects that portray the adult world as

a child imagines it.
When the actors move, the director must decide whether to alter the lightin-e.

By overlapping several different key lights, the filmmaker can maintain a constant
intensity as actors move around the set. Although constant lighting is not particu-
larly realistic, it has advantages, the main one bein._e that distracting shadows and
highlights do not move across actors. At the end of Fellini's ^A/iglrts of Cabiria, tor
example, the heroine moves diagonally toward uS, accompanied by a band of
singing young people (4.7314.74). Alternatively, the filmmaker may have his or her
figures move through patches of light and shadow. The sword fight in Rn.s ltontort rs

intensified by the contrast between the ferocious combat and the cheerfully dappled
lighting pouring into the glade (4.7 5).

We tend to think of film lighting as limited to two colors-the white of sunlight
or the soft yellow of incandescent interior lamps. h-r practice, filmmakers who
choose to control lighting typically work with as purely white a light as they can.
By use of filters placed in front of the light source, the filmmaker can color the
onscreen illurnination in any fashion. There may be a realistic source in the scene

4.72 Low-key lighting in El Sur suggests a child's view of the

adult world as full of mystery and danger.

4.71 ln Mauvctis setrg, a sin-ele key light
actress's f'ace leaves her expression nearly

without any fill on the

invisible.



4.71 In Niglr t,s r1f Cabiria,
surounded by a band young
mLlslclans.

4.74 As she walks, the lighting
face does not change, enabling us

sli-eht changes in her expression.
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4.75 Dappled lighting in Rashonnn.

4.77 ln Ivurt tlte 'lbrt'ilile, a character's

t'ear registers 0n his fercc . . .

4.78 . . . but a blue light also suddenly

and briefly shines on it until it disappealrs

and the scene continues.

the heroine is
street

on her

to notrce

4.76 An orange filter su-e-eests that all the li-eht in this scene

from The Greert Roon l comes from candles.

to motivate the hue of the light. For example, cinematographers often use filters
over lighting equipment to suggest the orange tint of candlelight, as in FranEois
Truffaut's Tlte Greert Roont (4.76). But colored light can also be unrealistic in its
motivation. Eisenstein's lvan the Terrible,Part 2, uses a blue light suddenly cast on
an actor, nondie-eetically., to suggest the character's terror and uncertainty (4.77,
4.78). Such a shift in stylistic function-using colored light to perform a function
usually confined to actin-q-is all the more effective because it is so unexpected.

Most film lighting is applied during shooting, but computer-generated imagery
allows filmmakers to create virtual lighting designs. Powerful 3D programs enable
filmmakers to add broad overall illumination or strongly directional effects. Spot-
li-ehts can sprinkle highlights on shiny metal, while "shader" tools rnodel objects
with attached shadows. In normal filn-ring, filmmakers must reduce the vast amount
of visual information in front of the camera,, using lighting to clarify and simplify
the space. In contrast, digital lighting is built up little by little from simple elements.
For this reason, it is very time-consuming; a program may need a day and a night
to render moving cast shadows in a single shot. Still, new software and faster com-
puters are likely to accelerate the work process.

We are used to ignoring the illumination of our everyday surroundings, so film
lighting is also easy to take for granted. Yet the look of a shot is centrally controlled
by light quality, direction, source, and color. The filmmaker can rnanipulate and
combine these factors to shape the viewer's experience in a great many ways. No
component of mise-en-scene is more important than "the drama and adventure
of light."
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4.79 ln Tlte Hud,suc'ker Pro-rrl when the rnailboy Norville
proposes his new toy idea. the clicking balls on his boss's desktop

sr"rddenly and inexplicably stop.

Parabolc uses lighting and a pLlre

sculptural forms.

Staging: Movement and Performance
The director may also control the behavior of various figures in the mise-en-scene.

Here the word figures covers a wide range of possibilities,, since the figure may
represent a person but could also be an anirnal (Lassie, the donkey Balthasar'.

Donald Duck), a robot (R2D2 and C3PO in the StarWars series), &r object (4.791.

or even a pure shape (4.80). Mise-en-scene allows such figures to express feelings
and thoughts; it can also dynamize them to create various kinetic patterns.

In 4.81, from Seven Sanrurai, the samurai have won the battle with the bandits.
Virtually the only movement in the frame is the drivin-e rain. but the slouchin-s pos-

tures of the men leanin-g on their spears express their tense wearirtess. In colttrast.
in Wltite Heat, explosive movement and ferocious facial expression present an irn-
age of psychotic rage (4.82).

In cinema, facial expression and movement are not restricted to human fig-
ures. Chapter 10 will discuss animation's flexibility in combining abstract drawings
or three-dimensional objects with highly dynamic movement. For example, in sci-
ence fiction and fantasy films, monsters and robots may be given expressions and

gestures through the technique of stop-ctction (also called stolt-ntotiort). Typically.
a small-scale model is made with articulated parts. In filming, it is posed as desired,
and a frame or two is shot. Then the figure is adjusted slightly and another frame
or two is exposed, and so on. The result on screen is a continuous, if sometimes
jerky, movement. The horrendous onslaught of ED-209,, the crime-fi-ghting robot in
Robocop, was created by means of a 12-inch miniature filmed in stop-action (4.83).

(A full-scale but unmoving model was also built for long shots.) Stop-action can

also be used for more abstract and unrealistic purposes, as in Jan Svankmajer's Di-
ntensions of Dialogue (4.84).

The filmmaker can stage action without three-dimensional objects moving in
real space. Drawings of characters who never existed, like Aladdin or Daffy Duck,
can be used in animated films. Dinosaurs and fabulous monsters created only as

models can be scanned and made to move in a lifelike fashion through computer-
generated imagery (see | .29).

Acting and Actuality Although abstract shapes and animated figures can be-

come important in the mise-en-scene, the most intuitively familiar cases of figure
expression and movement are actors playing roles. Like other aspects of mise-en-

scene, the performance is created in order to be filmed. An actor's performance

4.80 The abstract film
background to errph astze

4.81 The actors strike
Seven Sarnurai.

weary poses ln

4.82 ln Wltite Herft, Cody Jarrett (Jarnes

Ca.-eney) bursts up from the prison lness

table after learnin-9 of his mother's death.



4.83 A miniature used rn Robocop.

consists of visual elements (appearance, gestures, facial expressions) and sound
(voice, effects). At times, of course, an actor may contribute only visual aspects, as

in the silent era. Similarly, an actor's performance may sometimes exist only on the

sound track of the film; in A Letter to Three Wives, Celeste Hohn's character, Ad-
die Ross, speaks a narration over the images but never appears on the screen.

Actin.-e is often approached as a question of realism. But concepts of realistic
actin-e have chan-9ed over film history. Today we may think that the performances of
Russell Crowe and Renee Zellweger in Cinderella Man or those given by Heath
Led-eer and Jake Gyllenhaal rn Brokeback Mountain arc reasonably close to people's
real-life behavior. Yet in the early 1950s, the New York Actors Studio style, as ex-

emplified by Marlon Brando's performances in On the Waterfront and A Streetcar
Nantecl Desire, was also thou-eht to be extremely realistic. Fine though we may still
find Brando's work in these films, it seems deliberate, heightened, and quite unreal-
istic. The same might be said of the performances, by professional and amateur ac-

tors alike, in post-World War II Italian neorealist films. These were hailed when they
first appeared as almost documentary depictions of Italian life, but many of them
now seem to us to contain polished performances suitable to Hollywood films. Al-
ready. rnajor naturalistic performances of the 1970s, such as Robert De Niro's pro-
tagonist in Taxi Driver seem quite stylized. Who can say what the acting in The

Insider In the Bedroom, and other recent films will look like in a few decades?
Changing views of realism are not the only reason to be wary of this as a con-

cept for analyzing acting. Often, when people call a performance unrealistic, they
are evaluating it as bad. But not all films try to achieve realism. Since the perfor-
mance an actor creates is part of the overall mise-en-scene, films contain a wide va-
riety of acting styles. Instead of assuming that acting must be realistic, we should
try to understand what kind of acting style the film is aiming at. If the functions of
acting in the film are best served by a nonrealistic performance, that is the kind that
the skillful actor will strive to present. Obvious examples of nonrealistic acting
style can be found in The Wizard of Oz, for fantasy purposes. (How would a real
Wicked Witch behave?) Moreover, realistic performance will always be only one
option in film acting. In mass-production filmmaking from Hollywood, India, Hong
Kong, and other traditions, overblown performances are a crucial source of the au-
dience's pleasure. Viewers do not expect narrowly realistic acting from Jim Carrey
or from martial-arts stars such as Jet Li or Jackie Chan.

Finally, when we watch any fictional film, we are to some degree aware that the
performances on the screen are the result of the actors' skills and decisions. (See 'A
Closer Look.") When we use the phrase "larger than life" to describe an effective
performance, we seem to be tacitly acknowledging the actor's deliberate craft. In
analyzing a particular film, it is usually necessary to go beyond assumptions about
realism and consider the functions and purposes that the actor's craft serves.
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4.84 A conversation between clay
figures de-eenerates as they begin to claw
each other to bits in Dimertsiorts o.f

Dialogue.

"l get impatient with many
Hollywood films because there's this
assumption that meaning or emotion
is contained in those few square

inches of an actor's face and I just
don't see it that way at all. I think
there's a power in withholding
i nformati on, reveali ng thi ngs

gradually, Letting the audience

discover things within the frame in
time, in the way they stand."

- Alison Mactean, director, Crush




