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“Directing the Camera by Gil Bettman is by far the best book in print on the art of using a camera to tell a story. This book succeeds where most others on the topic fall short, because the author understands that a great movie is not a combination of cool shots, but rather a great story well told scene by scene.”

—JoAnne Sellar, Academy Award–nominated Producer: There Will Be Blood. Producer: Inherent Vice, The Master, Magnolia, Punch-Drunk Love, Boogie Nights

“Gil Bettman’s great new book analyzes and defines the visual language of a number of ground-breaking directors and provides clear instruction on how to best emulate their craft. For anyone who wants to learn how to use the camera to tell a story as these directors do, it is a must-read.”

—William Teitler, Producer: Rob the Mob, What Maisie Knew, Zathura, Empire Falls (TV), The Polar Express, How to Deal, Mr. Holland’s Opus, Jumanji. Executive Producer: Tuck Everlasting, The Hurricane

“Gil Bettman has written a masterful guide to the art of visual storytelling, using a seamless blend of theory and practice. Directing the Camera is essential reading not only for aspiring filmmakers, but for all those who love the visual language of cinema.”

—David S. Ward, Academy Award–winning Screenwriter: The Sting. Academy Award–nominated Screenwriter, Sleepless in Seattle. Screenwriter: The Mask of Zorro, Major League, The Milagro Beanfield War. Director: Down Periscope, Major League I & II, The Program, King Ralph, Cannery Row

“Gil Bettman’s book on directing will not only be informative and challenging to the novice, it will make directors who’ve been working away at the craft for years realize how much we need to articulate the challenges of our ever-evolving art form.

Best of all, it makes you want to go out and shoot.”

—Raymond Defelitta, Director: Rob the Mob, City Island, The Thing About My Folks, Two Family House, Cafe Society

“Don’t leave this one off your bookshelf! Gil Bettman demystifies and elucidates the principles of moving camera so any tyro filmmaker can jump light years ahead in learning how to create dynamic and exciting action or dialogue scenes.”

—John Badham, Director: Saturday Night Fever, WarGames, Blue Thunder, Stakeout, Short Circuit, The Shield (TV), Psych (TV), Nikita (TV)

“Directing the Camera nails how to use a camera to tell a story. Bettman has walked the walk. Now he talks the talk.”

—Penelope Spheeris, Director: Wayne’s World, The Little Rascals, The Beverly Hillbillies, Black Sheep, The Decline of Western Civilization, Parts I, II & III

“It’s one thing to be knowledgeable and insightful about working with camera for today’s movies. It’s another thing to be able to communicate those theories to students and then follow them up with solid examples that dissect, analyze, and explore not only the ‘How’ but the all-important and essential ‘Why’ of camera movement. Gil Bettman accomplishes both in an erudite yet entertaining way.”

—Donald Petrie, Director: Miss Congeniality, Grumpy Old Men, How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days, Mystic Pizza, Just My Luck

“Gil Bettman’s new book contains everything you need to know about visual design to launch your directing career. His ultramodern approach shows you how to weave and integrate dynamic camera motion into a narrative.”

—Olatunde Osunsanmi, Director: Evidence, The Fourth Kind

“Gil Bettman dismisses the notion that filmmakers are hapless artistes who intuit their way through a day’s work. Instead, his superb book is a mandate to harness storytelling logic. His message is blunt: Get involved and stay employed. Directors disinterested or unschooled in visual technique proceed at their own risk.”

—Thomas Ackerman, ASC, Cinematographer: Snow Dogs, Rat Race, The Muse, Beetlejuice, George of the Jungle, Dennis the Menace

“. . . the first viable grammar for the language of filmmaking. Bettman lays out the ways and means of directing the camera in a simple and truthful manner. It is a great read for the aspiring director and cinematographer.”

—Johnny E. Jensen, ASC, Cinematographer: Material Girls, Rosewood, Rambling Rose, Grumpy Old Men, Lost in Yonkers

“At an early stage in my professional career, I got to work with Gil Bettman, and, in the process of collaborating, he passed on to me all the wisdom he has put in Directing the Camera. Gil’s excellent ideas about how, when, and why to move the camera have stayed with me throughout my career.”

—Byron Werner, Cinematographer: Breakout, Phantom, Lucky, Scary or Die

“Gil Bettman’s moving master approach is extremely helpful for directors who are always looking for energetic and dynamic ways to tell a story, providing more fluid performances from the actors, and time efficiency on a busy set.”

—Allan Fiterman, Director: Embarque Imediato, Living the Dream, Cheias de Charme (TV), Louco por Elas (TV), Ciranda de Pedra (TV)

“Gil Bettman’s intense and focused book provides directors with the tools they need to give their films the look that will engage today’s audiences.”

—Garth Holmes, Chairman, Co-Founder, AFDA, The South African School of Film Medium and Live Performance

“Gil Bettman has always known his way around a moving camera. So it comes as no surprise that he has put his understanding into a clear and inspiring book, Directing the Camera.”

—Harald Stjerne, former Chair of the Department of Directing and Screenwriting, The Stockholm School of Dramatic Arts

“Directing the Camera extends the reach of a gifted teacher who has a profound understanding of his craft and a genuine passion to convey it to others.”

—Pavel Jech, Dean, FAMU, Film and Television School of the Academy of Performing Arts, Prague

“Gil Bettman’s approach to teaching how to use a moving camera to tell a story is remarkably effective. Without a doubt, Directing the Camera is by far the best book in print on this very important subject.”

—Professor Herman Van Eyken, Head of School, Griffith Film School, Griffith University, Brisbane, Australia

“Professor Bettman’s excellent book on directing the camera is by far the best one on the topic. It will benefit all beginning directors throughout the world.”

—Daw-Ming Lee, Professor and Chair, Department of Filmmaking, Taipei National University of the Arts, Taiwan

“Gil Bettman’s workshops have translated into a deep understanding of technical virtuosity that can be learned and, as applied by talented young directors, has resulted in award-winning films. Directing the Camera captures the dynamism and clarity of Gil Bettman’s teaching, and will be required reading for all my students.”

—Jenny Granville, Chair, The Northern Film School, Leeds Metropolitan University, Leeds, UK

“This book is the bring-your-script-to-life toolbox, complete with instruction manual, that many writers never get to have.”

—Chad Gervich, TV Writer: Dog with a Blog, After Lately, and Cupcake Wars. Author: How to Manage Your Agent and Small Screen, Big Picture

“Bettman packs a tremendous education into this deceptively short book, and directors at every level of expertise will learn from it.”

—Gregory McNamee, Contributing Editor, Encyclopedia Britannica, and former literary critic, The Hollywood Reporter
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FOREWORD

by Robert Zemeckis, Director, Flight; Beowulf; The Polar Express; Cast Away; What Lies Beneath; Forrest Gump; Back to the Future I, II & III; Who Framed Roger Rabbit; Romancing the Stone

Dynamic visual storytelling has become a “must” in the cinema of the last thirty years. Audiences raised in a digital world demand it. Technological advances fuel that demand.

This new book by Gil Bettman teaches core lessons directors need in order to make the movies today’s film industry and its audience want to see. It lays out the crucial elements of craft integral to shooting suspense-driven action scenes and dialogue sequences energized by a moving camera.

There are other books out there that tackle visual storytelling by taking a shot-by-shot, cookie-cutter approach. But Gil’s book goes beyond the shots to the overarching principles of visual design which make the shots.

When I met Gil he was directing music videos and action-oriented TV shows like Knight Rider. From there, he went on to make some A+, B-movies, which were wall-to-wall stunts. I championed him at that point in his career because I recognized that he was a gifted visual storyteller. Those gifts have provided him with unique insights which he clearly and energetically lays out in this book. I know that the lessons in this book are the ones that an aspiring director must learn in order to make a successful movie, because I can open this book to any page and read a description of how I use a camera to tell a story.


PREFACE

This book aims to teach an aspiring director what he will need to know about directing the camera in order to succeed as a contemporary filmmaker. In the first half of the book I instruct how to best tell a story using a moving camera, and in the second half of the book I address how to shoot action sequences. A complete understanding of all the lessons contained in this book will enable a first-time director to work as an equal with an experienced cinematographer in formulating the visual design of his first professional film. From that point on he can solidify his understanding of how to best direct the camera by repeatedly applying the theories taught in this book to the unique demands of each scene in each film.

The need for the book has become increasingly clear to me since the publication in 2003 of my first book, First Time Director. Since then, I have been asked to teach a seminar on directing the camera at twenty-two film schools in sixteen countries on every continent where film schools exist. My seminar is in demand because, historically, film schools, as well as books on directing, have focused on teaching directing students skills other than directing the camera, primarily script development and directing actors. And with good reason. A film can only be as good as the script and the performances. Never better. Hence the historic emphasis on script and actors in the instruction of directors.

But starting in about 1970, the way films looked started to change radically. The camera started to move more and more, until shooting with a moving camera became the norm. At the same time, increasingly powerful and sophisticated CGI graphics enabled filmmakers to use visual storytelling to transport their audiences more convincingly into other realms and other times. These trends were pushed further and faster by the big-budget Hollywood studio movies, and they changed the expectations of audiences worldwide. The film idiom morphed and began to require a more dynamic visual component. Today, if a director wants to command the complete respect of his audience he can no longer rely strictly on telling a great story through great performances. He also must exhibit brilliance in the area of visual design. This is equally true of both art house films which aspire to become classics as well as Hollywood “tentpole” movies. To my mind, this necessitates the need for this book.

The good news is that the skill of visual design for motion pictures can be taught and learned. The beauty of directing the camera is that given a certain input, the camera always produces the same result. Almost the opposite is true when it comes to directing actors. Given a certain input, each actor will react differently, and the ability to gauge this unique reaction and make just the right modification to the input cannot be taught. It is intuited in the heat of the interpersonal exchange between director and actor. Similarly, a brilliant student can be taught and learn all the rules of screenwriting and never be able to write a truly great script. That takes God-given talent. But the camera is an instrument and so given the correct input it will always produce the correct result. The only gift that one needs in order to achieve great proficiency at directing the camera is the ability to picture in the mind’s eye how each camera position changes the way objects look in relation to each other in the frame. Using this gift, you can make the movie in your head before you make it on the set. If you were good at geometry in school, this will come easily to you. If not, not to worry. Directing the camera, for the most part, is a science with rules that describe how a given input will produce a given result. So, like math, it can be learned.

This gives me confidence in the effectiveness of the lessons in this book. The rules that govern visual design are quite simple. As I see it, all good camera movement is invisible and there are three kinds of camera movement that are always invisible. The visual design of the master shot dictates all camera movement in a scene shot with a moving camera, and every moving master tries to strike the perfect balance between the demands of five tasks. There are three things you have to do correctly when shooting action. And those are all the rules governing visual design.

The hard part comes in applying those rules to the unique demands of each scene. Because the drama of each scene unfolds differently, and because each scene is shot in a different location at a different time, the visual design of each scene requires a specific customization of the rules. What makes a great visual stylist great is that his application of the rules to the demands of each scene is not merely adequate or good; it is the best. This is how Cameron or Spielberg or Cuarón or Campion emerge a cut above the rest. The student director will need great talent to rise to that level. But even without great talent, the student can attain professional proficiency at visual design through repeated practice. The more times one applies the simple rules of visual design to the unique needs of each scene, the more proficient one becomes at this key component of a director’s skill set.

This is why this book is half images and half text. The images provide an explication and analysis of how different directors have gone about applying these rules to the unique needs of selected scenes from their films. The images serve as case studies in how a skillful application of the rules can be used to produce the best visual design for a representative scene.

The scenes which I analyze in my explication of how to shoot with a moving camera were taken from the following three films: Robert Zemeckis’ feature thriller, What Lies Beneath; Cameron Crowe’s morality tale, Jerry Maguire; and a Showtime TV movie, Conundrum, written and directed by a successful movie-for-TV director, Doug Barr. Three action sequences are broken down and explicated: an ambush, a chase, and a fight. The ambush is from a low-budget feature I directed, Never Too Young to Die; the chase is from Kathryn Bigelow’s theatrical feature, Point Break; and the fight is from an episode of the TV series Las Vegas, directed by veteran film and TV director, John Badham.

Taken together, these scenes provide an excellent representative cross-section of the different challenges in the realm of visual design that student directors will confront when they become working professionals. By studying and understanding my explanation of how each of these directors applied the basic rules governing visual design to the specific needs of each of these scenes, an aspiring director can begin the process by which he becomes a master of visual design. Armed with this initial understanding, he can go into the field and solidify his grasp of visual design by repeatedly applying the tenets of this book to the unique demands of each scene he directs.

It takes much practice (how much depends on each individual’s talent) to become fully proficient at visual design for contemporary films. However, this book can jump-start the process. Coming up with the best moving master shot for a multipage dialogue scene involving four or more speaking parts is a complex and demanding task. The same is true of a fight with four or more participants or a high-speed car chase. The aspiring director must surmount a steep learning curve before he can take on any one of these tasks and produce a professional result. But the lessons in the book will help propel him up that curve.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

In order to succeed as a director you have to know how to direct the camera. As I explain in detail in Chapter 1, this was not the case forty years ago, but it is true today and will become increasingly true as time goes on. The visual component of filmmaking has become much more complex and much more powerful. The lessons contained in this book will teach the aspiring director how to master that complexity in order to harness that power.

The knowledge required to effectively direct the camera can be broken roughly into two separate parts: (1) how to shoot dialogue scenes with a moving camera; and (2) how to shoot action sequences. Accordingly this book self-divides into two parts. Chapters 2 and 3 address how to shoot dialogue scenes with a moving camera while Chapters 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8 teach how to shoot action sequences in general and chases and fights in particular. Chapter 1 serves as an introduction to both parts.

CHAPTER 1

Chapter 1 lays out in detail what you probably have sensed on your own and what has motivated you to pick up this book and read to this point. To make a great film you have to be in complete control of the visual side of the medium.

CHAPTERS 2 AND 3

Chapters 2 and 3 will teach you how to best use a moving camera to convey drama. This can be tricky because there is a contradiction at the core of this task: drama is best conveyed with a static camera. These two chapters will teach you how to strike a balance between the conflicting demands inherent in shooting a dialogue scene with a moving camera.

CHAPTERS 4, 5, AND 6

If you are directing an action sequence nobody can get hurt. If somebody gets seriously hurt your directing career will be cut short. Therefore, the stunts in your film must never be violent, dangerous, or out of control. But in the final film they must look extremely violent, dangerous, and out of control. How you direct the camera enables you to perform this magic trick. You must put the camera in the right place, put the right lens on the camera, and get the right amount of coverage to make this magic happen. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 will teach you how to do this.

CHAPTERS 7 AND 8

The rules controlling how you use a camera to perform the magic trick described above are constant. But the way you go about applying those rules to shoot a great chase sequence is distinctly different from how you apply them to shoot a great fight sequence. Chapter 7 explains how the rules are applied to make a chase fly. Chapter 8 lays out how the rules are applied to make a fight rock.

IF YOU ARE A COMPLETE BEGINNER

The book presumes that the reader already knows how to shoot a dialogue scene with a static camera by breaking the scene down into a master shot and tighter coverage shots, following the 180-degree rule. If a reader does not understand these basic elements of directorial craft, then he should study Stephen Katz’s excellent book, Directing Shot by Shot, or a similar book that explains the basics of cinematic visual design. After that, all the lessons in this book should be comprehensible and useful.

IF YOU ARE A FILM SCHOOL STUDENT

If you are a film school student and the curriculum in your school does not include a course in shooting dialogue scenes with a moving camera, or only touches briefly on this subject as part of a more general course in film directing, then you should study the lessons in Chapter 2 and 3 to learn this essential element of directorial craft.

Very few film schools offer courses in shooting action sequences. If this is the case at your school, then you can use the lessons contained in Chapters 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8 to become proficient at this valuable component of a contemporary director’s skill set.

IF YOU HAVE MADE SEVERAL SHORT FILMS

If you have made several short films, then you have probably become proficient at shooting dialogue scenes with a static camera, but are still learning how to do so with a moving camera. If this is the case, then by studying Chapters 2 and 3 you can fill out your understanding of visual design for contemporary films.

Very few short films contain extensive action sequences. If your short film is a hit at Sundance and you land a contract to direct a studio movie, you may well be called upon to direct an extensive action sequence. The lessons contained in Chapters 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8 will prepare you to take on this challenge.

FOR FILM SCHOOL STUDENTS AND THOSE WHO HAVE MADE SHORT FILMS

Learning how to shoot a dialogue scene is more difficult and demanding because drama is inherently more nuanced than action. At the beginning of your career you are going to be shooting much more dialogue than action, because shooting action is expensive. So start with Chapters 1, 2, and 3 and do the exercises at the end of Chapter 2 and 3.

Every scene from every film requires a unique application of the principles taught in Chapter 3. The more times you apply these principles to the unique needs of an individual scene, the better you will get at shooting dialogue scenes with a moving camera. The exercise at the end of Chapter 3 suggests that you pick a scene from the fifteen “Walk and Talk Scenes” and shoot it with a moving camera. But don’t stop at one scene. Shoot all fifteen. Or as close to that number as time and interest allows, but there is no end to what can be learned by repeating this exercise.

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 cover the basics of shooting action. Even if you think you know the basics, start with these chapters because they teach the general principles governing the most effective way to shoot action sequences, which I then apply to the specific demands of shooting a chase in Chapter 7, and to shooting a fight in Chapter 8. You need to grasp the basic principles as I interpret them in order to understand the lessons in Chapter 7 and 8.

IF YOU ARE A WORKING DIRECTOR

If you are a working director and you have picked up this book and read to this point, I would assume that you agree with my basic premise that to make films which will fully succeed with today’s audience, no matter what the market, you need to know how to energize your dialogue scenes by shooting with a moving camera. You must have taught yourself by various means how to do this. By studying the lessons in Chapter 2 and 3 of this book you can perfect your understanding of this essential element of directorial craft. My descriptions of the overarching principles governing how to best capture drama with a moving camera will enable you to fully grasp why everything you are doing right is, in fact, the optimum method. In these chapters I analyze in detail specific scenes from the films of Spielberg, Zemeckis, and Cameron Crowe to demonstrate exactly how these successful directors follow the methods I espouse when they move the camera. Studying these detailed analyses will help you to hone your craft, as well as give you some new ideas about how to best apply it so your films rise to the level of these masters of visual design.

It is certainly possible that even though you have launched a viable career as a working director, you have yet to shoot an extensive action sequence. Action has priced itself out of most film and TV projects except studio movies and bigger-budget indie films. But if you are about to direct a film that contains one or more action sequences, or if you would like to prepare yourself should such an opportunity present itself, the lessons in Chapter 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8 will teach you everything you will need to know to sell your stunts.

Shooting action is more of a science than shooting dialogue scenes. It is really just a matter of using camera placement and lenses to make the movement of a body in motion appear as dynamic as possible. So it can be easily taught and easily learned. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 will give you the basics. Chapter 7 explains how to apply those basics to shoot a great chase and Chapter 8, in the same way, will prepare you to shoot a great fight.

IF YOU WORK PROFESSIONALLY IN SUPPORT OF OR IN COLLABORATION WITH DIRECTORS

If you work with directors, this book will make you better at your job. As I explain in Chapter 1, because the visual side of filmmaking has become more powerful and complex recently, it has also become more expensive. It now sucks up most of the budget of most professional product, and therefore it demands the majority of the director’s time and energy on the set.

The dirty little secret of professional filmmaking is that most professional actors direct themselves. Any working actor will confirm this. On the set of your film, your director will be devoting himself primarily to directing the camera. If you understand the contents of this book you will be able to do a better job of helping him.

If the project you are working on is dialogue driven, you can focus on Chapter 2 and 3. If there are action sequences involved, then you should also study Chapters 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8.

IF YOU ARE A FILM INDUSTRY PROFESSIONAL AND YOU ASPIRE TO DIRECT

This book will provide you with the crucial skills you will need to succeed as a director. As I explain in detail in Chapter 1, because the visual side of filmmaking has become more powerful and complex, it now sucks up most of a director’s attention on the set. The lessons in this book will prepare you to fully succeed when you get your initial opportunity to direct.

The increasing importance of visual design in today’s mainstream films actually benefits the aspiring director, because this is the component of directorial craft that can be most successfully taught and learned.

To make a great film you need a great script. But the ability to generate a great script is largely God-given. You also need great performances, but, similarly, the skill of knowing just what to say to an actor to help him improve his performance is largely intuitive. Neither can be fully taught and learned.

However, a camera is an instrument. Given a certain input it will always generate a specific result. In Chapters 2 and 3, I systematically explain how to use a moving camera to best convey a dramatic moment.

In Chapters 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8, I explain the science governing how specific camera positions and specific lenses make bodies in motion appear most dynamic on screen. Once he fully understands this science, the aspiring director will be equipped to direct action sequences that meet professional standards.

IF YOU TEACH DIRECTING

This book is designed to enable the contemporary film-school teacher to empower his students with the knowledge they will need to succeed as directors.

In Chapter 1, I explain why the lessons contained in this book are now the most essential for all those who aspire to direct.

Chapters 2 and 3 teach how to shoot dialogue scenes with a moving camera. This is one of the most difficult elements of craft for an inexperienced director to grasp. It is also perhaps the most important. In truth you can go on, and on, learning how to do it. But the lessons contained in Chapters 2 and 3 will help to jumpstart the process. They teach the overarching principles governing how to best capture drama with a moving camera. Once the student understands these principles, he will be prepared to continue to learn this essential element of craft the best way possible — by doing.

Chapters 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8 teach the other essential responsibility of a director on a contemporary film set — how to shoot action sequences. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 lay out the basic rules of how to best do this by putting the camera in the right place, putting the right lens on the camera, and getting the right amount of coverage. Chapter 7 teaches how to best apply these rules to the specific needs of shooting a chase and Chapter 8 teaches how to do the same when shooting a fight.

There are Summary Points at the end of each chapter. Both the student and the teacher can use these Summary Points to determine if the student understands all of the essential components that make up each lesson in the chapter. The student, after reading the chapter, can check his retention of what he has read by making sure he understands each of the Summary Points. The teacher, using the Socratic Method, can ask questions designed to elicit an answer which displays a complete understanding of the argument made in each of the Summary Points.

There is a “For Teachers” section at end of Chapters 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, and 8. Each contains an exercise designed to test the student’s mastery of the elements of craft taught in the chapter. Chapters 1 and 4 are theoretical. They do not teach any specific directorial skill and so they do not contain a “For Teachers” section.

The exercise in the “For Teachers” section at the end of Chapter 3 calls for the student to shoot a dialogue scene with a moving camera. The exercise in the “For Teachers” section at the end of Chapter 8 calls for the student to shoot an action sequence. These exercises are the most effective teaching tools in this book. The best way for the student to grasp the elements of craft taught in this book is to apply them to the unique needs of a specific piece of drama or action sequence.

In theory, shooting a dialogue sequence with a moving camera or shooting an action sequence is simple. But it takes years of experience and some talent to learn how to apply these simple theories to the unique needs of a specific dialogue sequence or a specific action sequence and always come up with the very best visual design. The ability to do this is what distinguishes a master of visual design — a Hitchcock or a Spielberg or a Cuarón — and puts him a cut above his peers.

The exercises at the end of Chapter 3 and the end of Chapter 8 will launch the student director on his quest to become a master of visual design. They can be done repeatedly to good effect. To this end, I have included a collection of “Walk and Talk Scenes” at the end of Chapter 3. These fifteen scenes all lend themselves to being shot with a moving camera. The scenes are drawn from successful, theatrical features and are all dramaturgically excellent. A student could shoot all fifteen of these scenes with a moving camera and continue to hone his craft with each additional scene. Similarly, the exercise at the end of Chapter 8 which calls for a student to shoot an action sequence of his own design could be done multiple times and benefit the student each time it was repeated. Such repetition enables the student to learn in the same manner as working professionals — by doing.


PART ONE
WHY TEACH HOW TO DIRECT THE CAMERA?
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CHAPTER 1



THE IMPORTANCE OF DIRECTING THE CAMERA

Ironically, a director’s ability to direct the camera and control the overall look of his film is not of paramount importance . . . in theory. The script is more important, because, as knowledgeable filmmakers of all stripes agree, a film can only be as good as the script. Never better. And the performances are also more important, because you need consistently excellent performances to put across the value of a script. Therefore, to insure the success of his film, a director must first produce a great script, either on his own, or in collaboration with gifted screenwriters. And then, he must find the best actors to play the parts and help them to deliver superlative performances. If he can do that, he can make a great film. The film does not have to look great to succeed. If you can hear what the actors are saying and you can see what they are doing, then you can make a great film.

There are many examples of films that succeed in this way. Darren Aronofsky’s The Wrestler was made with a professional crew, but on such a tight schedule and budget, Aronofsky and his DP, Maryse Alberti, had no choice but to scrimp on the look the film. They made a virtue of a liability and gave the film a very gritty, faux-documentary look, which helped the film work as a look at life in the raw. This same tactic of shooting a scripted film so that it looks like a documentary shot on the fly with a few lights and a handheld camera has been used successfully by many directors on their first feature film to disguise the fact that these rudimentary tools were all they could afford. City of God and Breaking the Waves are two such films that used the faux documentary approach and attained greatness, by virtue of script and performance alone.

So if one can make a great film by generating an excellent script and then guiding the actors so that the quality of the script is brought to the screen, irrespective of the look of the film, why write a book about how a director can give his film a great look by expertly directing the camera? Because everything stated above is true, in theory. However, in practice, if you are going to direct a studio movie today, your primary responsibility as a director is the look of the finished film, not the script or the performances.

This has had a trickle-down effect on all theatrical features. Even if you are going to direct a low-budget film with artistic aspirations, like anything made by Aronofsky, Campion, or Cuarón, giving that film the right look has recently become more important than at any other time in the history of filmmaking. As time goes on this will only become more true.

For the most part, this is because, thanks to changes in audience expectations, the look of most studio movies now eats up at least 80% of the 100 million-dollar-plus budget. Starting about the time Frank Capra quit directing major films because Glenn Ford had the clout to override Capra and cast his girlfriend as the female lead in Pocket Full of Miracles (1961), and continuing on up to the present, at an increasingly rapid pace, the studios and the stars have had a bigger say in exactly what goes into the final script. Unless you are an established writer-director with an impressive track record, like James Cameron or Paul Thomas Anderson, the final script of your film will be determined by committee.

So brilliance as a screenwriter or a collaborator is a sufficient but not necessary requirement of a highly successful director. A great writer, like Tony Gilroy, can still write his way to the top as a director. But those who almost never write — who work as hired guns like David Fincher, Ridley Scott, Michael Bay, and Danny Boyle — can now demand top salaries and land the hottest projects written by the most successful writers on the strength of their reputations as masters of the visual side of directing. This is strictly a matter of money. If a film is going to cost more than 100 million dollars and 80 (or even 50) of that 100 million is going to be channeled into the look of the film, then the studios, or whoever is funding the film, are going to protect their investment by hiring the director most proficient at putting that 50 million dollars up on the screen.

To attain that proficiency, a director is going to have to become a brilliant practitioner of everything I teach in this book. Unless he can write his way to the top overnight, like Shane Black, or Tony Gilroy, then he is going to have to fight his way up by directing low-budget or no-budget movies that make a splash with the critics or at the festivals like Jason Reitman or Darren Aronofsky. The aspiring director can use what I teach in this book to give his films the sort of high-energy look that audiences have come to expect, and that studios look for when recruiting the next hot young thing to ride the 100 million dollar tiger.

The money has also shifted the equation when it comes to the importance of directing actors. The advent of the 100 million-dollar-plus studio feature has fueled the rise of the movie megastar with a 10 million dollar price tag. Studios want to protect their investment by hiring proven actors with guaranteed appeal, like Johnny Depp, Will Smith, or Angelina Jolie, no matter what the cost. Actors who come with that price tag can deliver great performances on their own, with absolutely no assistance from the director. My directing mentor, Bob Zemeckis, has won the Oscar for best director. But if you ask him his secret for getting great performances out of his cast he will tell you, unabashedly, “When I want an actor to be happy, I tell him to be happy. And if he is too happy, I tell him, ‘Not that happy.’ How he does it is between him and his shrink, and I don’t want to get involved.”

Directing actors has changed a great deal since 1945 when Elia Kazan transitioned from Broadway to Hollywood and won the Oscar for best director two years later. In his autobiography, A Life, Kazan fully admits that he knew next to nothing about visual design. His ticket to the top was his experience as a theater director and his ability to get great performances out his actors. That was then. Today, if you visit the set of a studio movie, you almost never see the director coaching the actors. Most directors spend 90% of their time and energy huddled in front of the video monitor with the DP and the other department heads, because that is where the majority of the money is being spent. Furthermore, many crucial decisions that will govern the success of the look of the film cannot be made until the last minute, on the set. This is especially true when it comes to green screen, or action or crowd sequences. These crucial, expensive, last minute pieces of problem solving tend to suck up most of a director’s time and attention. The actors, by comparison, are a proven entity.

A director must understand everything taught in this book if he is going to make a studio movie and remain in control on the set. Again, this is because of the exorbitant cost of generating the big, high-energy look of most mainstream films. The cinematographer knows that his reputation as a first-tier shooter of studio movies is riding on his ability to give a great look to every film with his name on it. The same is true to a lesser extent of the First AD. If either of them senses that the director is the slightest bit insecure, or that his choices in visual design are not fully up to the task, then, out of self-defense, they will insinuate themselves as much as possible into the decision-making process. As a result, the finished film will not look the same as the film the director had in his head.

Visual design is always a collaborative process between the director and the cinematographer. According to the best-case scenario, the director and cinematographer challenge each other as equals, and ultimately synthesize their differing approaches into a superior collective decision. But for this to be the case, the director must be as good a shot maker as the DP. If he is the weaker partner, then the look of the finished film will not be his own.

Ironically, everything said above about succeeding as a director of studio movies is equally true for a director who is just starting up the ladder by making a low-budget or a no-budget feature. But in this case, the need for him to be a master of the visual side of directing arises not from the excessive amount of money lavished on the project, but rather from the dearth of funds available for low-budget independent films. Because when there is low pay or no pay, it is completely possible that the director’s key collaborators, in particular the cinematographer and the First AD, may be incompetent. Or just minimally competent. This is especially true of the cinematographers. The talented ones rapidly put together an impressive demo reel and start commanding good money for their services. If a director is going to land a talented DP to shoot his first, no-budget feature he is going to have to get lucky and find that talented shooter before his star has risen. Otherwise, he will not be able to pay the DP’s rate. The same is true, to a lesser extent, of good First ADs and stunt coordinators. So, if the DP, the First AD, and the stunt coordinator lack talent, then, from day one, the director is going to have to take up the slack. If they cannot improve his ideas about the shots needed to give the film the right look, then he has to do it on his own. And that’s the easy part. The hard part is being able to filter out the bad ideas pushed on him by less than fully competent collaborators. This is directorial hell. I know because I have been there. And this is where I learned a great deal of what is in this book.

There is a school of thought among those who regard film as an art form that sees the rise in the importance of an energetic visual design as a bad thing. Given the number of big, bad, 100 million-dollar-plus movies made by the studios using this style, I can understand why some of the heads of the film schools in Europe where I have taught, and other like-minded individuals, might argue that the last thing an aspiring director needs to learn how to do is make films using this highly energized visual style; that this is the first step on the way to becoming a hack. In their eyes, there is something inherently crass about teaching directors the craft of shot making. Or as the head of the directing program at one of the four, elite, Scandinavian schools once told me, “I don’t understand why we should teach directors how to be cinematographers.”

To these individuals I would simply point out that many studio movies are bad because the scripts are bad. For all the reasons discussed above, the energized visual style is not the cause of the problem.

A director must learn to think like a cinematographer so he can give his films a highly energized look and communicate with his audience using the film language of the present day. This is equally true if he aspires to make art films or studio movies. If he cannot do this, his films will look unimaginative and dated. They may succeed brilliantly in the same way as the early films of Elia Kazan — on the strength of the script and performances — but their use of film language will seem archaic. They must break new ground in the visual realm as well in all other areas, if they are to be considered full, artistic triumphs.

This is why Lars von Trier shot Breaking the Waves with a camera that almost never stopped moving. And why Fernando Meirelles did the same in City of God, and Wong Kar Wai in Fallen Angels, as did Gaspar Noé and Jean-Pierre Jeunet and Alejandro Iñárritu and Alfonso Cuarón and Darren Aronofsky and Steven Soderbergh and Kathryn Bigelow and Christopher Nolan in their breakout films. None of these directors has gone on to become a hack. On the contrary, they are some of the most highly regarded practitioners of film as an art form working today. But when they set out to make the films that would launch their careers, they thought like cameramen and strained to come up with the cool shots that would best tell their stories. They had no money in their miniscule budgets for expensive moving camera platforms like cranes, jibs, or fancy dollies, but each still managed to make his camera fly like Tinkerbell by riding with it on forklifts and pickup trucks and skateboards. Somewhere along the way they had learned the lessons taught in this book and that enabled them to give their first films a contemporary, if not a revolutionary look. In this way, they were able to announce to the world that a new force had arrived on the scene that would push film as an art form to new heights.


CHAPTER 1 SUMMARY POINTS

● In order for a director to communicate with his audience using the film language of the present day he must know as much about shot making as the cinematographer.

● In order for a director’s films to be considered full artistic triumphs they must break new ground in the visual realm, as well as in all other realms.

● If you are going to direct a studio movie today, your primary responsibility as a director is the look of the finished film, not the script or the performances.

● Since the studios are now channeling up to 80% of the budget of their films into the look of the finished film, they are going to try to protect their investment by hiring the director who they deem the most proficient at putting that money up on the screen.

● On a studio movie, if either the DP or the First AD senses that the director’s choices in visual design are not fully up to the task, then, out of self-defense, they will insinuate themselves as much as possible into the decision-making process.

● On a low-pay or no-pay production, it is completely possible that the director’s key collaborators, in particular the cinematographer and the First AD, may be incompetent. If this is the case, then the director is going to have to take up the slack and perfect the visual design of the film on his own.


PART TWO
SHOOTING DIALOGUE SEQUENCES WITH A MOVING CAMERA
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CHAPTER 2



WHY MOVE YOUR CAMERA?

OVERVIEW

The short answer to the question, “Why move your camera?” is to get work. Shooting with a moving camera has become the worldwide global standard for professional directors. Yes, some directors shoot with a mostly static camera, but they are a dying breed. When mainstream audiences around the world pay good money to watch a movie in a darkened theater, they want it to be energized by a moving camera. Almost everything they have seen on YouTube, on TV, or on the big screen that they considered worth watching was shot with a moving camera. As a result, this visually dynamic style has come to be thought of as the norm. Anything less energetic will look slow, dated, and somehow substandard. Those who are putting money into films do not want a product that looks substandard. They are not going to hire you to direct their film if you cannot bring it up to this global standard. So, your director’s portfolio reel had best have some great moving shots on it if you want to launch your career.

On the other hand, if you aspire to succeed exclusively as an art-house film director, choosing not to shoot with a moving camera could actually lend some artistic cache to your film, because by opting for this visual style you will clearly be choosing not to compete for the mainstream audience. If your film succeeds artistically on most other levels, this might be considered a wise choice. If you want to appeal to film critics, there is something to be gained in standing outside the mainstream. As I made clear in the last chapter, even if you shoot with a static camera, you can still make a great movie, but not one that breaks new ground in the visual realm.

Right now, the trend is to move the camera as much as time and money allow. And there are numerous, big-name successful directors who seem intent on continuing to push the edge of this envelope. The more money they have, the more they move the camera in ways that give more and more visual energy to each frame. James Cameron, David Fincher, Ridley Scott, Christopher Nolan, Sam Raimi, Peter Jackson, Michael Bay, and seemingly all the directors of the big-budget, tentpole, summer event movie lead this trend. As I argued in my last book, the huge box office success of Spielberg’s late ‘70s films, starting with Jaws, started the trend. But now, some of Spielberg’s most recent films, when compared to those of Michael Bay or some hot newcomer like Paul Greengrass or Alfonso Cuarón, seem almost a bit stodgy, or certainly not as self-consciously hyperkinetic. Suffice it to say that any young director trying to launch his career will enhance his chances of succeeding if he has some shots on his reel that prove that, just like Bay, Greengrass, Spielberg, et al, he knows how to make the camera fly around like Tinkerbell. This is recognized as the visual style of films that audiences most want to see.

WHEN DO YOU MOVE YOUR CAMERA?

There is a good, simple rule for determining when to move your camera, which is to say, when your film is best served by a moving camera. I call this Bob’s Rule, because it was first articulated to me by Bob Zemeckis. Bob hardly invented it, or discovered it. It has been followed by almost every acclaimed filmmaker dating back to the Lumière brothers. And with good reason, because the rule is based on the universally recognized principle that the story is the most important component of a film, and so everything else in the film — be it acting, art direction, music, lighting, sound, editing, or camera movement — should serve the story. You should move the camera whenever possible to add visual energy to the film, but only in a manner that enhances the story, or at least does not detract from it. Stated simply, all good camera movement is invisible.

Even those directors with the most energetic camera styles — the guys who ought to pay their cameraman by the yard — would be hard pressed to refute the underlying truth of this principle. Very few people would pay the current price of a movie ticket to sit in a theater for two hours and watch all the cool camera moves in the latest Dark Knight, Transformers, and Spider-Man cut together in a non-narrative fashion. The average individual goes to the movies to be transported in space and time into the lives of Bruce Wayne or Forrest Gump or Michael Corleone. They want to spend two hours in the dark experiencing everything that these mythic beings encounter in their fictional lives on screen — thrilling to all the impending dangers, tasting all the joys, enduring all the hardships served up in the course of those two hours. The story is the vehicle that transports viewers out of themselves, so I would argue that the extent to which this transportational effect takes hold of an audience is the extent to which a film succeeds.

If at some point in mid-film, the line of the story is trumped by a visual device and the audience finds itself watching a cool camera move — no matter how cool that camera move — the audience’s overall enjoyment of the film will suffer because the spell has been broken. It is not as bad, but almost as bad, as if the microphone dipped down below the frame line and was visible in the shot. It reveals to the audience, sometimes blatantly, and sometimes on a subtle, subconscious, but still perceptible level, that what they are watching is not real, but rather actors saying lines in front of a camera. This must dissipate the strength of the fantasy that they are a Mafia don or a Jedi warrior or even a self-proclaimed “loser” trying to regain an ounce of self-respect, like Lester Burnham, the hero of American Beauty. It brings the audience back into their own heads and reminds them that they have bills to pay, a car that’s double-parked, and a date who might be acting like a jerk. This is not what they came to the movies and paid good money for. So a wise objective for any first-time director would be to move his camera as much as possible to look as cutting edge as he can, right up to the point where the audience would actually take notice and say, “Look at that cool camera move.” In other words, this is why camera movement is essential, but should always be invisible.

BOB’S RULE: THE THREE KINDS OF CAMERA MOVEMENT THAT ARE INVISIBLE

There are three kinds of camera movement that are always invisible: shots that are externally or internally generated by whatever is on the screen — preferably the person or thing which, at that point in the film, is driving the story — and moving, establishing shots.

Externally Generated Camera Moves

An externally generated camera move is when the camera moves to follow something that is moving inside the frame. Externally generated moves are by far the most common. They come in all sizes — everything from the shot from Spielberg’s War of the Worlds, referred to below, which tracks alongside a speeding van for ten miles (Figure 2.001 to 2.018a), down to the shot from Saving Private Ryan of a canteen being lifted to a soldier’s lips (Figure 2.051 to 2.052, p. 19). They can all be classified as externally generated. It’s easy to understand why these moves never call attention to themselves and never detract from the story. The camera is moving quite literally to keep up with the story. If the camera did not move, the person or thing driving the story would slip off-screen.

To view a video clip of the scene from War of the Worlds and the scene from Saving Private Ryan referred to above go to this link on the Internet: http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html

Film clips of all the frame grabs pictured in this book can be found on the Internet using this link.

Probably 95% of all camera moves in theatrical features are externally generated. And since, in the post-Spielbergian era, moving the camera has become de rigueur, externally generated camera moves probably make up half, if not all, of the shots used in feature films. At first glance, that may seem like a high percentage. Why is it that whatever is driving the story always seems to be about to move off camera, making it necessary for the camera to move in order to keep that something framed up on screen? The answer to this contains one of the keys to successful camera blocking.

The camera has to keep moving to keep up with whatever is on screen, because, ever since Spielberg started doing it all the time, directors now almost always start a scene with the camera framed up tighter on the principal object in the scene than was the custom in the pre-Spielbergian days. After framing up tight on the principal object, these directors then have it take off moving. Since the camera is virtually on top of the principal object, it has to make a countermove to keep that object in frame.

This results in a moving shot at the beginning of the scene that establishes the new location by traveling far enough to reveal it in its entirety. In the pre-Spielbergian era this was generally achieved by putting a static camera far enough away from the new location to reveal it in its entirety. For more on why it is necessary to establish a new location see Chapter 3, page 35.

If the principal object in the story is the van in which Ray Ferrier (Tom Cruise) is trying to escape with his family from Bayonne, New Jersey, as the city is being blown to smithereens by attacking alien forces in War of the Worlds, then Spielberg puts the camera so close to Ray’s speeding van, it would quickly drive out of frame, unless the camera kept moving alongside it as fast as the van is traveling. The van keeps on careening down the interstate, weaving in and out of blocked and abandoned vehicles (Figure 2.001 to 2.007), while Ray, in the driver’s seat, and his son, Robbie, in the passenger seat, have an intense debate over who is trying to destroy planet Earth and why (Figure 2.008 to 2.011). Suddenly, Ray’s daughter, Rachel, sitting in the backseat, has a panic attack, and Robbie then turns into the backseat and gets right in Rachel’s face in order to calm her down (Figure 2.012 to 2.015). Once Rachel gets a grip, Robbie turns back and resumes the argument with his father (Figure 2.016) as the van continues to careen down the interstate (Figure 2.017 to 2.018). Amazingly, the camera (aided by the magic of CGI graphics) continues to fly down the road right next to the van and circles it once, in order to stay in the face of whichever one of the three family members is driving the story at that particular moment (Figure 2.008 to 2.016). By staying framed up on the center of the drama, even as it flies down the road, and circling around so that he is shooting through the front windshield when Ray and Robbie talk, and through the back windshield as Robbie tries to comfort Rachel, Spielberg has given his camera an externally generated, story-based reason to move. This satisfies Bob’s Rule, that the camera, whenever possible, should move, but the move should serve the story and so become invisible.

• EXTERNALLY GENERATED CAMERA MOVES — SEAMLESSNESS AND EYE CANDY

By habitually moving the central object in a scene in order to create externally generated camera moves, Spielberg, and those who have followed in his wake, are able to establish a new location using a moving camera. They would rather use a moving camera than a static camera because a moving camera changes the look of what is on the screen in two ways: it adds the esthetic of seamlessness and eye candy to the shot.

SEAMLESSNESS

The most amazing aspect of the shot of Ray Ferrier and his family escaping in their van is that it stays on the screen for almost three minutes without a cut. Spielberg, and the many directors who have followed him emulating his style, do not want to cut. They want a shot, particularly at the beginning of the scene, to go on for as long as possible without a cut. This adds the esthetic of seamlessness to the frame. The esthetic of seamlessness is the term I use to describe the look of a film when everything is shown in one continuous shot. This is one of two ways that moving shots look different from static shots. Moving shots can go on indefinitely without an edit. Most static shots only last three or four seconds because it becomes harder and harder to do a good job telling the story with the camera pointed in one direction.

Seamlessness is one of the key elements that make a film look the way contemporary audiences like. This is why most mainstream directors try to pump as much seamlessness into their shots as time and money will allow. The shot of Ray and his family in the van took months of careful planning and cost hundreds of thousands of dollars to execute. Yet clearly, in Spielberg’s mind it was worth every penny. Why? Because it went on for so long without an edit and therefore was legendary in terms of how much seamlessness it generated.
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EYE CANDY

The second esthetic element that contemporary directors want to pump huge quantities of into every frame of their films is eye candy. Eye candy is the same as motion blur. When the camera moves to keep the central object, which is also moving, in the center of the frame, any other object which passes through the frame blurs or strobes slightly. The more pronounced the strobing or the blurring, the more energized the frame, the more eye candy. The shot of Ray and his family escaping in the van from War of the Worlds is as much about eye candy as it is about seamlessness. There are hundreds of vehicles on either side of the interstate. Every time Ray passes one, you get some eye candy. As can be seen in Figure 2.001 to 2.006, the blurry edges that create eye candy can be seen along the sides of most of the stationary or slowly moving vehicles that Ray passes.

Spielberg was hardly the first director to fall in love with the way shooting with a moving camera added seamlessness and eye candy to the look of your film. Most of the directors who were known as great visual stylists, who preceded Spielberg — Hitchcock, Wells, Kurosawa, and Kubrick, to name a few — all used the increasingly agile moving camera platforms available to them to put more eye candy and more seamlessness into their films than their predecessors. But Spielberg took the curve of this trend and shoved it straight up off the chart. And the huge, repeated success of his films made him the dream director for anybody who wanted to make a movie that made money. If they could not get Spielberg (most could not) then they got the next best thing. If you wanted to direct, the more your films looked like Spielberg’s, the more work you got. Over time, this made the Spielbergian style the worldwide, professional standard.

The key to shooting in the Spielbergian style is to shoot an establishing shot which starts framed up close to whatever is driving the story and then have it take off moving and follow it using an externally generated camera move.

Internally Generated Camera Moves

The externally generated camera move is the most common way of moving the camera while sticking to Bob’s Rule. But there are other ways of doing it; probably the next most common is the internally generated camera move. A camera move is internally generated if the camera is moving to show the audience whatever is being seen or felt by someone or something on screen. These are essentially point of view (POV) shots. Because they only move to show us what the character who is driving the story is seeing or feeling, they remain invisible and never detract from the story. They are much less commonly used than externally generated camera moves.

The most common and easy to understand internally generated camera movement is a moving POV shot. A good example of a moving POV shot can be found in the thriller Bob Zemeckis made as an homage to Alfred Hitchcock: What Lies Beneath. Early on in the film, the female lead, Claire (Michelle Pfeiffer), comes up the stairs in her large (haunted) house and sees steam coming out from under the door to her bathroom. She walks up to the door and pushes it open. After that, Zemeckis alternates between tight shots on Claire’s face, which reveal her searching eyes, and moving POV shots which dolly forward into the bathroom as she crosses the room and approaches the tub against the far wall (Figure 2.019 to 2.033). Unlike an externally generated camera move, in the moving POV shot pushing in on the tub there is no person or thing in the frame that the camera is following in order to keep that object in frame. All we see is a shot that moves closer and closer to the tub, which happens to be mysteriously filled to the brim with steaming water. This movement is central to the story because it is what Claire sees as she walks into the bathroom and approaches the tub. Claire did not fill the tub, nor did her husband, Norman, who is asleep in the adjacent bedroom. So the audience is asking itself along with Claire, “Who filled the tub?” When she gets to the tub, Claire gets her answer. In the water, along with her own reflection, Claire sees a reflection of the ghost of the young blond girl who is haunting her house (Figure 2.032).
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To view a video of this film clip from What Lies Beneath go to this link on the Internet: http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html

Just as a physical POV shot is always invisible because it shows us what a character in the story sees, the kind of shot that I call an emotional POV shot is invisible because it shows us what a character in the story feels. Probably the most common emotional POV shot is when the camera pushes in from a medium close-up to a tight close-up on a character as he catches sight of someone or something off camera and experiences an intense realization. What he sees generates a surge of emotion inside him. That emotion could be surprise or joy or fear or wonder or recognition or whatever, but in all cases it is fast and intense. In this case, you could say the camera was tracking with the character’s heart as it “rises in his throat.” I call this little, fast push-in an “oh-my-God!” shot.

Another typical example of a camera movement which is internally generated, and which disappears because it is an emotional POV, showing us what the center of the story feels, is when the camera, on a crane, sweeps up in the air and away from a character who has just found himself to be alone in the world. The camera’s movement makes him smaller and smaller in the frame and so can be said to be expressive of his internal emotions — his feelings of insignificance, weakness, and vulnerability. I call this the “all alone in the world” shot.

These two internally generated camera moves above are expressive of simple, common emotions. This explains why so many directors frequently use them. But internally generated camera moves are as various and complex as the emotions that generate them. Some of them are strange, one-of-a-kind moves. In the film Shine, director Scott Hicks uses such moves to show the audience what the main character, David Helfgott, is feeling as he suffers a nervous breakdown while playing Rachmaninoff’s Concerto No. 3 in concert. This shot — it is actually two hand-held close-ups on David (Figure 2.034 to 2.045) — could be thought of as the antithesis of an externally generated camera move because, while the object in the frame, David, never moves, the camera never stops moving. David remains seated at the piano playing the concerto throughout. He rocks back and forth or sways from side to side as he plays, but otherwise never moves. As the piano piece rises in intensity, all the tight shots on David become more kinetic. Like a drunken bumblebee, the camera bobs and weaves around his head as he starts to have his breakdown.

To view a video of this film clip from Shine go to this link on the Internet: http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html

No doubt, as Scott Hicks intended, anyone watching this scene closely in a darkened theater quickly begins to experience vertigo. What the audience sees gives them an inkling of what the main character is feeling: disorientation, nausea, distress. Yet even though the camera is gyrating wildly, its movement is virtually unnoticeable, because it draws the audience even deeper into the story by showing them what a character is feeling.

This is virtuoso camera blocking according to Bob’s Rule at its best. At this particular moment, you might say the camera is acting up a storm. The gyrations around the actor’s head are as wild and crazy as the wildest and craziest moves to be seen in any music video or episode of CSI. And yet they are virtually invisible because they exist primarily as an expression of what is happening in the story at that moment and only incidentally as cool camera moves. They never stand out as something to be noticed in themselves, but blend in with all the threads which Hicks is weaving together — sound, editing, lighting — to create the whole cloth of his story about this troubled genius.

Moving Establishing Shots

Occasionally, at the very beginning of a scene, a director may make a camera move which is neither externally nor internally generated, but which moves to reveal to the audience everything they need to see to understand what happens next. It establishes the new environment, and so it is moving to tell the story and therefore disappears. These are moving establishing shots and they do the same thing which classic, static establishing shots do, except they move.
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Before Spielberg started moving the camera whenever possible, directors usually established a new location in a static shot. To do this, they backed the camera away from the central object and put it at the angle that would most effectively set the stage for the drama about to take place. Commonly, this was a high, wide three-quarter angle shot of the location because this shot shows the front, the side, and the top of any three-dimensional object, along with whatever sits on the same plane of the object and surrounds it. One of the most famous establishing shots in film history — Hitchcock’s shot of the Psycho house with Norman Bates silhouetted in the window — is actually a low, wide three-quarter angle shot. Hitchcock put the house up on the hill and the camera below it because the house looks more imposing and ominous when seen from a low angle looking up.

But directors in the post-Spielbergian era have increasingly opted for establishing a new location with a moving shot, rather than a static shot, because this generates more eye candy and seamlessness. There are basically two ways to do this. Either the camera starts out on an extreme close-up of some small but significant object in the scene — a framed photograph, two wineglasses tinkling, something being typed out on a computer screen — and then pulls back along a circuitous or straight path, revealing the other significant objects in the scene one by one as it retreats. Or it does just the opposite, starting out wide, for example, on a high shot of the whole huge expanse of a Las Vegas casino, and then descending and tightening past various players and objects (which generally prove key to the following scene) before arriving at the principal player seated at a poker table, and then finally pushing in on an extreme close-up which shows that he’s holding a royal flush.

The shot from Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan that introduces Tom Hanks as Captain John Miller is a great example of a moving establishing shot. In one of the first scenes from the film we cut to a low angle, static shot of Omaha Beach on Normandy with the subtitle: June 6, 1944, Dog Green Sector, Omaha Beach (Figure 2.046). This shot is followed by an externally generated traveling shot which follows a small flotilla of amphibious landing craft heading to the beach (Figure 2.047 to 2.050). Then we cut to a close-up on a G.I. canteen being opened and raised to the lips of Captain John Miller (Hanks). The camera is framed up so close that it has to make an externally generated move when Hanks raises the canteen to his lips (Figure 2.051 to 2.052). Then the camera starts to back up, passing between the two columns of soldiers lined up in front of Hanks, and revealing, one by one, the men whom he will lead into battle (Figure 2.053 to 2.061).

The camera is backing up as if it had a mind of its own. The men are all stationary so the camera is not following their motion, and therefore it is not externally generated. In addition, it is not showing us what any of these soldiers see or feel so it is not internally generated. But it does a brilliant job of establishing the scene by going from the specific to the general and revealing many important details along the way. At the beginning of the shot we are tight enough to clearly see the captain’s bars on Miller’s helmet and to reveal that his hands are trembling. When the camera starts to retreat, it first passes Sergeant Mike Horvath (Tom Sizemore) close enough to see the sergeant’s bars on his arm and just in time to see Horvath very nonchalantly wedge a big chaw of tobacco into his cheek (Figure 2.055 to Figure 2.056). Then, as it passes between the rows of soldiers lined up in front of Hanks, first one soldier and then another doubles over and vomits onto the deck of the landing craft (Figure 2.057 to Figure 2.060).

To view a video of this film clip from Saving Private Ryan go to this link on the Internet: http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html

In this one shot, the audience is very efficiently told what it needs to know to understand what happens next. First we learn that Miller is in charge and that even though Miller is frightened he is doing a good job of keeping his feelings in check. Horvath is Miller’s reliable assistant; made more reliable by the miracle of being born fearless in the face of almost certain death. The other soldiers in the boat are each dealing with the horror of the situation in their own individual way — some clearly so terrified they are retching their guts out. At the end of the shot we are given the big picture — a boat full of soldiers led by an able captain and a cool sergeant, about to hit the beach at the start of the Normandy invasion.
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As stated above, when the camera is backing up, the movement is neither externally nor internally generated. The camera is moving as if it had a mind of its own, and yet the audience remains transported into the fantasy world of the story, because it understands that the camera is backing up primarily to show them what they need to know in order to understand what happens next.

THOSE WHO BREAK BOB’S RULE AND WHY THEY DO IT

The Rise of the Snoopy Cam

Fans of the television cop shows Homicide, 24, and CSI at this point might have realized that the camera style used on these shows consistently breaks Bob’s Rule. I call this camera style the Snoopy Cam and with every year it gains more popularity. Initially it was used only on TV cop shows (NYPD Blue was the first long-running series to use it) but today it has become widely used on TV shows of all genres, and has made serious inroads into the realm of theatrical feature films. A substantial portion of the 2012 summer-hit film, The Hunger Games, was shot Snoopy Cam style.

I call it the Snoopy Cam because it is derived from the Shaky Cam style, which was popularized in the early 1980s by commercial director Joe Pytka. The Shaky Cam bounces around constantly as if it were always looking for the most important point on the screen. The Snoopy Cam generally is more focused or intelligent than the Shaky Cam because it always points right at what it wants to look at, as if it had a mind of its own. It often seems to be the POV of some easily distracted, invisible, mute member of the cast who is in the middle of every scene, or a big attentive dog that never barks. It pans much more often than it travels. Sometimes it pans dramatically and lands on a spot just in time to see something dramatic happen, such as a person coming in a door, or someone raising a gun. Sometimes it pans dramatically and lands where nothing particularly dramatic is happening. Sometimes it acts like the Shaky Cam and jitters around obviously hunting for whatever is driving the story, but never quite finding it. It never follows Bob’s Rule for camera movement, because its very purpose is to break Bob’s Rule. It is a camera move that is intended to have nothing to do with the story, so the audience will inevitably see it. It is there to say, “Look at me!” “Look at this camera move!” So it is constantly distracting the viewer from an uninterrupted, seamless appreciation of the story.

I have used this style while directing music videos, television shows, and corporate profiles for companies like Time-Warner and Verizon (to show at their annual shareholders’ meeting). The Snoopy Cam worked for these projects because, as is the case with Homicide, CSI, 24, and for that matter, TV commercials and music videos in general, the style of the piece was as important as, if not more important than, its content. In all these formats it is of paramount importance to stand out by seeming to be the most cutting-edge.

Bob’s Rule is geared toward and most effective at telling the story — at delivering content. For this reason, every great director in the history of cinema from Griffith through Cameron has followed it. James Cameron made Avatar strictly according to Bob’s Rule. Capra, Hitchcock, and Welles all followed Bob’s Rule, as did Renoir, De Sica, and Bergman. But this has tinged Bob’s Rule with the aura of respectability.

The makers of Homicide, CSI, and 24 no doubt decided to use the Snoopy Cam style in an effort to convince the viewing public that, even though they were another knockoff of all the cop shows that have been on the air since the original Dragnet, they were more up-to-date than the competition. This hipness has to be immediately apparent — something that the audience can grasp instantaneously while surfing the channels or eating popcorn or changing diapers or all the other things that people do while watching TV.

In all fairness to the makers of Homicide, CSI, 24, and most other prime-time shows that use the Snoopy Cam, it must be noted that their stories and their characters must be very strong. If they were not, these shows could not maintain their popularity. Ironically, because the Snoopy Cam is constantly moving, after viewing an episode of CSI or 24 for five minutes, you start to take the moving camera for granted and ignore it. Instinctively, as viewers we seek out the substance and tune out the distractions. But still, something in the narrative is inevitably lost. And evidently, as important as story is to the makers of these programs, it is not of the same paramount importance as it is to a director who makes movies that will last, like Frank Capra or James Cameron, or a master of film as an art form, such as Jean Renoir or Ingmar Bergman.

Dogma Picks Up the Snoopy Cam

The contemporary Danish filmmaker Lars von Trier also uses the Snoopy Cam, and, to my mind, for the same reason as the producers of the above-mentioned American TV shows, to grab the audience’s attention — to use a very in-your-face-style of filmmaking that elevates style above substance. Producers of American cop shows need, above all, to distinguish their shows from the myriad of cop shows which have preceded them. Similarly, when von Trier wrote the rules that established the Dogma Movement in 1995, he was a young, obscure filmmaker who needed, above all, to distinguish himself from all the other young filmmakers who aspired to win the Grand Prix at Cannes. The Snoopy Cam and the rules of the Dogma Movement enabled him to do just that. In Breaking the Waves and later Dogma films, Von Trier used a handheld camera (as the Dogma rules required) that waved around constantly like the POV of a big, curious dog.

Twenty minutes into Breaking the Waves, the main character, Bess (Emily Watson), sits in the middle of a church, flanked by her mother and a girlfriend, silently listening to one of her straitlaced fellow villagers accuse another of “living too much in this world.” Von Trier shot the entire scene from one camera position in the middle of the church in front of Bess.

The camera starts framed up on the man doing the accusing who is standing in the back of the church, surrounded by seated congregants (Figure 2.062). The camera pans left off of him and lands on Bess (Figure 2.063 to 2.065). Since this is the very beginning of the scene, this pan shows the audience where Bess is sitting in relation to the accusing villager. Therefore it is a moving establishing shot. It tells the story and it remains invisible.

Then the camera suddenly pans off of Bess and lands for a fraction of a second on the villager (Figure 2.066 to 2.069). But it changes its mind in mid-pan and whips camera left back on Bess (Figure 2.070 to 2.072). This pan, as shown in Figure 2.072a, is a false camera move. It has nothing to do with the story. It does not move to follow an object moving in the frame, or to show what someone is seeing or feeling, or to establish.

A few seconds later, von Trier cuts away from Bess onto the accusing villager (Figure 2.073). The villager finishes talking and sits. As soon as he sits down, the camera whip pans camera left across the entire seated congregation and lands on the minister in the pulpit standing at the opposite end of the church (Figure 2.074 to 2.082). The minister calls on another congregant to speak. As soon as the minister has finished talking, the camera whip pans back camera right across the congregation and lands on the individual whom the minister has called upon (Figure 2.082 to 2.089).

Neither of the whip pans depicted in Figure 2.089a are externally generated, internally generated, or moving establishing shots. Somehow the camera knows exactly when each character in the scene will start talking and stop talking. This makes the presence of a cameraman operating a camera in the middle of the room more than palpable.

To view a video of this film clip from Breaking the Waves go to this link on the Internet: http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html

Why does von Trier persist in blatantly and constantly breaking Bob’s Rule? I would argue he does this because, as I stated above, every director of note in the history of cinema has followed Bob’s Rule. It is the most effective way to tell a story on film and so it has become the rule. But despite its effectiveness, von Trier chooses not to follow it simply because it has become the rule and this enables him to break the rule and to stand apart.
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By adopting the Snoopy Cam, von Trier made it immediately apparent to anyone watching his films that they looked very different from Spielberg’s. All of the Dogma rules followed this same end. If Spielberg used it — a smooth, dolly-mounted camera that always follows Bob’s Rule, complex lighting setups, fantastic visual special effects, groundbreaking CGI graphics, complex sound editing, spectacular wardrobe and set dressing, etc. — Dogma forbade it. Therefore, by inventing Dogma and following its rules (and using the Snoopy Cam), von Trier dramatically burst on the film scene as the anti-Spielberg, anti-Hollywood champion.

The Snoopy Cam Today

The Snoopy Cam style certainly seems as if it is here to stay, for a variety of reasons. For one, it is a very cheap way to pump a lot of eye candy and seamlessness into a film. All it requires is an operator strong enough to work all day with a handheld camera.

The moving camera platforms which Spielberg and those who emulate his style use to move the camera smoothly and steadily in the interest of making the motion disappear — the Technocrane, the Skycam, the Libra head, the Steadicam, and others still to come — are very expensive to rent. Furthermore, you need highly trained, very expensive technicians to operate them well. Even if a director were to limit himself to shooting moving shots off a dolly, you still need a large, well-trained crew of grips to level a floor, and/or lay out dolly track. This means eye candy and seamlessness do not come cheap. Yet the YouTube-weaned audience requires its fix of eye candy and seamlessness, or it will tune out. What to do?

This was the dilemma facing Fernando Meirelles before he made City of God. So he solved the problem by adopting the Snoopy Cam style. His explanation was that the Snoopy Cam style gave the final film a documentary look and that this was particularly appropriate, since the film was about something shocking and real, namely the syndrome by which pubescent and prepubescent children in the slums of Rio de Janeiro are sucked into dealing drugs and killing each other in gangland shootouts. Most of the actors were nonprofessionals, plucked from the slums of Rio. Much of the dialogue was improvised. So the way that the Snoopy Cam swings around wildly looking for its subject, missing it, panning back, finding it, and then panning off to some other player in the scene made all the seemingly unrehearsed, real action look as if it was being captured by a seemingly unrehearsed, documentary cameraman, and so, theoretically, that much more real.

I remain unconvinced that the Snoopy Cam makes a film seem more real. It might make a film resemble a home movie or a poorly shot documentary whenever the camera is waving around, hunting for the person who is driving the story. But the idea that this somehow makes the film seem more real is just that — an idea — a conceit. Consciously thinking about specifically how the cameraman operated the camera must make a film seem less real. On the other hand, if an audience starts to participate vicariously in what is happening on screen then they must believe what they are watching is real. The only way to do that is by following Bob’s Rule and making the camera movement invisible.

This is exactly what Fernando Meirelles did, as soon as he had the money in the budget for all the expensive toys needed to make camera moves disappear. There is not a hint of the Snoopy Cam style in The Constant Gardener — the film he made right after City of God. In The Constant Gardener he plays completely by Bob’s Rule, which, to my mind, proves that he used the Snoopy Cam on City of God more out of necessity than any other reason.

With that said, the success and popularity of the TV shows like CSI and 24 have bestowed the Snoopy Cam style with a certain aura of hipness that makes it attractive to any young director who wants to break through and make a name for himself, as well as older, established directors who do not want to seem over the hill. Kathryn Bigelow burst on the scene in the early 1990s as a hot, young director and made a string of highly acclaimed thrillers and action films. Then her output dropped off dramatically. She made only two films between 1995 and 2007. In 2008, she directed The Hurt Locker, which won her the Oscar for best director and reestablished her as a filmmaker of note. Her earlier films are all shot strictly following Bob’s Rule. For The Hurt Locker she adopted the Snoopy Cam style. It could be argued that this helped her win the Oscar, and it probably did, for political or stylistic reasons, in the same way that it helped von Trier win the Grand Prix at Cannes. But I would counter that The Hurt Locker succeeds, as a film, on the strength of its script and performances, and in spite of her use of the Snoopy Cam.

No one in his right mind would ever accuse Quentin Tarantino of being unhip. And yet, to my knowledge, he never has broken Bob’s Rule. Why? Probably because, above all else, he is a writer and a storyteller, and he does not want to distract the audience with cool camera moves when he could be sucking them into the story. Witness the shot of John Travolta (who is high on heroin) trailing Uma Thurman through Jack Rabbit Slims restaurant in Pulp Fiction. This shot has become legendary. It veritably screams of hipness. Here Tarantino uses the Steadicam to do a shot that ranks right up there with the best of Busby Berkeley for length and complexity. It probably covers close to 100 yards and features dozens of actors and extras. The camera gyrates around constantly, whipping up a glut of eye candy (Figure 2.090 to 2.110). For an overhead view of the entire shot see Figure 2.111a. (You can chart Travolta’s path by following the gray arrows and the camera’s path by following the white arrows.)

Every camera move in this shot is externally or internally generated. The Steadicam essentially tracks with Travolta as he makes a very circuitous tour of the restaurant on his way to his table. It behaves much like a handheld news camera “covering” Travolta’s entrance (Figure 2.098 to 2.111). Toward the beginning of the shot, Travolta pauses, turns his head, and points off to camera right (Figure 2.090 to 2.091). The camera glides off his look (and follows a waiter dressed as Zorro) into the right corner of the club (Figure 2.092 to 2.094) thereby becoming internally generated, because it is showing us what he is looking at. This pan to the right gives the director an excuse to then pan from right to left across the entire nightclub taking in the Ricky Nelson lookalike on stage and churning up a surfeit of eye candy (Figure 2.093 to 2.097). Travolta then reappears in the shot (Figure 2.098) at which point it becomes externally generated again. From here to the end of the shot it stays in a three-quarter back angle following him through the club, so that when one of the waiters or waitresses, who are all lookalikes of dead, ’50s icons, such as Marilyn Monroe or James Dean, cruises by and turns his head, we can see his slightly tripped-out reaction (Figure 2.098 to 2.111).

To view a video of this film clip from Pulp Fiction go to this link on the Internet: http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html

This is virtuoso camera blocking at its best. Every pan, glide, and gyration enhances the story. It is cutting-edge style in the service of substance. With it, Tarantino both burnishes his image as a master of an overheated moviemaking style and sustains the momentum of his narrative. This is the style of shot making I would urge all aspiring directors to learn if their goal is to make films that last.
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CHAPTER 2 SUMMARY POINTS

● The principle behind Bob’s Rule is that the story is the most important component of a film, and so everything else in the film — be it acting, art direction, music, lighting, sound, editing, or camera movement — should serve the story.

● You should move the camera whenever possible to add visual energy to the film, but only in a manner which enhances the story or at least does not detract from it. Stated simply, all good camera movement is invisible.

● There are three kinds of camera movement that are always invisible: shots which are (1) externally or (2) internally generated by whatever is on the screen — preferably the person or thing which, at that point in the film, is driving the story; and (3) moving, establishing shots.

● An externally generated camera move is when the camera moves to follow something that is moving inside the frame.

● To say a camera move is internally generated is to say that the camera is moving to show the audience what the person who is the center of the story sees or feels.

● At the very beginning of a scene, a director may make a camera move that is not externally or internally generated, but if it is moving to establish the new location, it will remain invisible and not break Bob’s Rule.

● The esthetic of seamlessness is added to the frame when everything in a film is shown in one continuous shot.

● When the camera moves to keep the central object, which is also moving, in the center of the frame, any other object in the scene that passes through the frame blurs or strobes slightly. The more pronounced the strobing or the blurring, the more energized the frame, the more eye candy.

● Moving shots look different from static shots in two key ways. Moving shots have seamlessness and eye candy. Static shots do not.

● Most mainstream directors try to pump as much seamlessness into their shots as time and money will allow because seamlessness gives a film the look that contemporary audiences like.

● The key to shooting in the Spielbergian style is to shoot a master or establishing shot that starts framed up close to whatever is driving the story and then have that person or thing start moving and follow it using an externally generated camera move. This will maximize the amount of seamlessness and eye candy generated in the shot and also keep the camera move invisible.

● A Snoopy Cam shot resembles the POV of an easily distracted, invisible, mute member of the cast, who is in the middle of every scene and looks at whatever it wants to look at, whenever it feels like it.

● The Snoopy Cam style of shooting never follows Bob’s Rule for camera movement, because its very purpose is to break Bob’s Rule. It is a camera move that is intended to have nothing to do with the story, so the audience will inevitably see it.

● The Snoopy Cam style is generally used by filmmakers who want to seem more cutting-edge and individualistic. Because Bob’s Rule is the most effective for telling a story, it has been adopted by every great director from D. W. Griffith through James Cameron, and this has tinged it with the aura of respectability, which some filmmakers would prefer to eschew.

● The Dogma rules were invented to refute the validity of Spielberg’s style of filmmaking. If Spielberg used it masterfully, Dogma forbade it.

● The Snoopy Cam style is here to stay because: (1) it is a very cheap way to pump a lot of eye candy and seamlessness into a film; and (2) the success and popularity of TV shows like CSI and 24 have bestowed it with an aura of hipness which makes it attractive to any young director who wants to break through and make a name for himself, as well as older, established directors who do not want to seem over the hill.


FOR TEACHERS

A good way to help students understand and remember the kinds of camera movement that follow Bob’s Rule is to give them the following assignment. Ask them to get hold of the DVD of a film directed by their favorite director (or if they are cinematography students, a film shot by their favorite cinematographer) and to view the film and find an example of an internally generated camera move, and/or a moving establishing shot in the film. Externally generated camera moves are so simple to understand and so prevalent in today’s films that there is not much value in asking a student to find one. Avatar is wall-to-wall externally generated camera moves. Internally generated camera moves and moving establishing shots are rare by comparison. Requiring a student to go hunting through a film by a director (or DP) he admires looking for such a camera move will force him to consciously examine every moving shot in the film, and in so doing, repeatedly test his understanding of the three different kinds of camera movement which are always invisible. Provided his understanding is correct, this should internalize his understanding of this key element of directorial craft.

The best way for the students to “hand in” the assignment is to rip their example of an internally generated camera move or a moving establishing shot out of the DVD, post it on YouTube and send the teacher a link. The teacher can forward the links to the other students in the class and require them to review and correct their fellow students’ assignments prior to class. This will make for the most productive class session intended to test the class’s understanding of the lessons in this chapter.

If it is not feasible for the students to rip clips out of DVDs and post links on YouTube, then the students can simply bring the DVD to class and the teacher can then play the DVDs in class. If a student’s understanding is correct and his choice accurate, playing the selected scene for the class will provide yet another example of how these three kinds of camera movement only tell the story. The great majority of the movies the students will go hunting through will be contemporary films made by today’s top name directors and cinematographers. Watching additional examples of how these top name current filmmakers always move the camera according to the dictates of this chapter will reinforce the validity of these rules.

If a student gets it wrong and picks a shot that is not internally generated or a moving establishing shot, then the teacher can correct this misapprehension in class and in the process solidify all the students’ grasp of the principles governing how good camera movement becomes invisible by telling the story.


CHAPTER 3



THE GOOD MOVING MASTER

OVERVIEW

The master is the shot that logically lends itself to camera movement because it is almost always the shot with the biggest scope. You might shoot a piece of coverage, or a sub-master, which also moves, but it will not last as long or move as far as the master. In addition, the movement of all coverage and sub-masters is dictated by the master. All pieces of coverage must cut smoothly into the master, so the key to understanding how to move your camera is learning how to shoot a good moving master.

When it comes to shooting a good moving master, the good news is that, in theory, it’s simple. In theory, the best moving master does five “tasks” and does them in a way that works best for the scene.

1. It shows the audience everything it needs to see in order to understand and believe what happens next.

2. It generates an esthetic of seamlessness by curtailing the need to cut.

3. It generates eye candy.

4. It concentrates the audience’s attention on the center of the drama.

5. It picks up some coverage.

That’s it. Now you know everything you need to know about shooting a good moving master. In that respect, it’s easy. But when it comes to applying those five simple principles to the very specific and unique requirements of each scene in a film, it becomes tricky. Every scene in every film is unique. The way the drama unfolds is unique to that scene, and every scene is shot in a different place at a different time. What makes Spielberg, or Cameron or Iñárritu a great visual stylist is that their application of the Five Tasks to the unique demands of each scene yields the best moving master for that scene. This is the standard to which all professional directors must rise — to create the very best moving shot. It takes talent and experience to always be able to come up to this standard.

The other reason it is a difficult skill to learn is because Task 4 — focusing the audience’s attention on the center of the drama — is the most important Task and it is best achieved by not moving the camera. Every moving shot becomes a tricky balancing act between motion and drama.

The center of the drama in a scene is almost always in the eyes of the person who is talking. It has been scientifically proven that when we look at a movie screen, if a character is talking we instinctively look at that character’s eyes. The shot that gives us the most information about what is going on in the story is the shot in which the eyes are the largest and we can see both eyes — the full, frontal close-up. The close-up has attained its status as the most effective way to convey drama because of this scientific fact.

Drama is conflict. Nothing is more boring than watching two people agree with each other. Human beings who are in conflict face each other. They get in each other’s face. This also is instinctive. When two human beings are squared off, eyeball to eyeball, the most effective way to tell the story is to be framed up in a full, frontal close-up on the character who is talking, and when he stops talking to cut to the reverse close-up on the other character as he responds. This shot/reverse/shot visual design is the most effective way to focus the audience’s attention on the center of the drama and to achieve Task 4. But the only way that two actors can be facing each other like this and moving is if one of them is walking backward. This is uncommon. (Although it happens extensively in the shot from Jerry Maguire discussed on the following pages.) So generally the moments of peak drama in a film are shot in two matching static close-ups that are intercut with each other. Because people who are in conflict with each other square off face-to-face the best way to tell the story is usually with a static shot, not a moving shot.

Only when the conflict and the drama dissipates enough to allow the two characters to walk side-by-side and carry on their debate, or only when one character in frustration or out of disrespect or disinterest, or out of some other natural human impulse, turns his back on the person to whom he is talking, does it become possible to fulfill Task 4 — Drama — while shooting with a moving camera.

Then the actor who is talking can turn and walk toward the camera backing it up in front of him. The other actor can follow alongside, in which case it becomes a side-by-side moving two-shot. Or the other actor can trail along a step or two behind or stand his ground, in which case the shot becomes a split two-shot with the actor walking and talking in the foreground, and the actor not moving or not moving as quickly receding in the background. In any case, both actors can be facing the camera as it backs up so all the eyes of all the actors involved in the conflict are framed in the shot. The camera is moving but it is also doing an excellent job of telling the story by concentrating the audience’s attention on the center of the drama — the eyes. Therefore the key to designing the best moving master for a scene is to accurately identify these moments when the nose-to-nose, head-on nature of the conflict dissipates slightly. Because then the camera can both move and also do an excellent job of showing eyes and satisfying Task 4 by focusing on the drama.

This is important because the camera must move to satisfy Tasks 1, 2, and 3. It can move in a wide arc and thereby show the audience everything they need to see to understand and believe what happens next: Task 1. Because all the actors who are involved in the conflict are facing the camera as it moves there is no need to cut. This generates the esthetic of seamlessness and thereby satisfies Task 2. And while the camera is moving any static object or any object moving in a different direction or at a different speed that passes through the frame will produce motion blur. This generates eye candy and satisfies Task 3.

In truth, Tasks 1, 2, and 3 fight Task 4. Tasks 1, 2, and 3 require camera movement and Task 4 — Drama — is actually best fulfilled in the shot/reverse/shot configuration of two static close-ups or two over-the-shoulder shots. There is a push-pull trade-off between the first three Tasks and the most important Task — Task 4. The more dynamic your camera movement, the weaker your drama, and vice versa. It is best to confront this head-on and understand that the key to designing the best moving master for a scene is striking the perfect balance between motion and drama.

In most scenes this balancing act is achieved by focusing on motion at the beginning of the scene and drama toward the end of the scene. This is facilitated by the fact that most scenes have a three-act structure with a beginning, a middle, and an end. What makes the end climactic is that the conflict intensifies throughout the scene and peaks toward the end. This is why the most important Task — Drama — is the fourth in number. So the needs of Task 1, 2, and 3 — Establishing, Seamlessness and Eye Candy — the three Tasks which require a moving camera — are usually satisfied first, at the beginning of the scene, when the conflict is less head-on so the actors can be turning their backs on each other and walking and talking. Then when the conflict intensifies at the end of the scene and the parties in the conflict stop and get in each other’s face, the camera will draw to a stop in front of one of the parties in the conflict so it can frame up a tighter, static, over-the-shoulder or close-up.

A MODEL MOVING MASTER AND COVERAGE:
JERRY MAGUIRE

Director Cameron Crowe’s visual design for the scene at the beginning of Jerry Maguire in which Jerry (Tom Cruise) breaks up with his heartless girlfriend, Avery (Kelly Preston) provides a number of very good examples of how the key to shooting the best moving master for a scene comes down to identifying the moments when the drama is sufficiently dissipated to allow one actor to turn his back and walk away from another actor.

It should be noted that even though in most respects the visual design for this scene is exemplary and typical, it is unusual in one respect. Cameron Crowe actually shot two moving masters for this scene. The first master serves the very first beat of the scene and a second one works for the remainder. He made this choice because in this initial beat of the scene — in striking the perfect balance between motion and drama — he wanted to come down very heavily on the side of motion. As to why, read on. (To view a video of this scene from Jerry Maguire go to this link on the Internet: http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/
directing-the-camera.html)

Right before this scene Jerry has been fired as a top agent at a huge, profit-driven sports agency. He goes to Avery looking for advice and consolation. But Avery just berates him for “screwing up both our lives” by getting fired. Clearly, what made Jerry attractive to Avery was the size of his paycheck and his office. As the scene moves toward its climax, this reality comes into focus for Jerry, and he shocks his fiancée by announcing, “It’s over.”

The scene takes place in the huge main ballroom of a convention center where the NFL is about to stage its annual draft of college players. Avery works as a PR consultant for the NFL. Jerry tracks her down just as she is walking into the ballroom to distribute press kits, and tells her he has been fired. He pleads, “How do I spin this?” Avery furiously replies, “Oh honey it’s spun.” And then she turns her back on Jerry and charges into the ballroom.

At the start of the first moving master for this scene Crowe puts the camera in front of both of them so they are framed up in a side-by-side two-shot with Avery just a little bit in front of Jerry. (Figure 3.001) As Avery marches into the ballroom the camera pulls back in front of them. Jerry, stung by her harsh reaction, asks, “What did I do to you?” (Figure 3.002 to 3.004) The camera then slows and lets them go by the camera in a wide arc moving left-to-right (Figure 3.003 to 3.013), as Avery indignantly replies, “It’s all about you, isn’t it? Soothe me! Save me! Love me!” She says these lines back over her shoulder at Jerry who reaches out and tries to stop her by tugging on her sweater. Because the camera has pivoted and let them go past it, they are now framed in a side angle, so when Avery turns back to Jerry she faces into the lens. This ends the first moving master for this scene. An overhead 3D animated depiction of how the actors move in relation to the camera can be seen in Figure 3.013a.

This shot does a superior job of satisfying the three Tasks that require a moving camera — Tasks 1, 2, and 3. At the same time it does a respectable job of capturing drama and satisfying Task 4 because Crowe has designed the shot so that, for the most part, Jerry and Avery are facing the camera.

Here is how he does this, Task by Task.

Task 1 — Establishing

When the camera slows and lets them go past it in a wide arc, the huge expanse of the ballroom is revealed behind them. In this, the shot does an excellent job of satisfying Task 1 — Establishing. It shows the audience everything they need to see to understand what happens next. In this it establishes the new location.

The “everything” which needs to be shown can be broken down into three parts:

1. geography

2. money

3. believability

Geography is what every master must establish. It must show where everything that is going to play a role in the scene is located in relation to everything else. This is needed to establish eyelines. In this first moving master Jerry is established screen left and Avery screen right (Figure 3.001 to 3.013). So in the shot Crowe cuts to next — the second moving master for this scene — he maintains the same geography and eyelines by putting Jerry on the left side of the frame and Avery on the right (Figure 3.014). The rule is that once geography has been established in the master of a scene, all the other shots for that scene must maintain that same geography, unless it is reestablished in a different way in a subsequent master. (And in fact, Crowe used the second moving master to re-establish geography and eyelines, repeatedly. This is described in detail on page 54 below.)
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It goes by quickly, but a great deal of money was pumped into making this wide panning shot of Jerry and Avery entering the ballroom look the way it does. Money boils down to everything the producer paid for to mount the scene, specifically: all of the tables and chairs on the floor of the ballroom and all of the NFL banners, red, white, and blue bunting and banks of TV monitors on the walls (Figure 3.001 to 3.013) as well as the many hours of manpower needed to put them in place. Also contributing extensively to the expense of mounting the scene were the salaries of the twenty or more extras who can be seen behind Jerry and Avery, in particular in Figure 3.001 and 3.008. These are Screen Extras Guild extras who, according to strict union rules, each get paid about $200 a day, not counting overtime and fringes. An established director like Cameron Crowe does not have to show absolutely everything the producer paid for in every master he shoots. But a director at the beginning of his career had best take this precaution if he wants to work for that producer or studio again in the future. Putting the money on the screen is the mark of a professional director.

Believability comes down to the pieces of physical evidence that must be revealed at the beginning of the scene to make what transpires in the scene completely plausible. If someone is going to get shot in a scene it should be revealed in the master that the victim is in range of the shooter. I go into this in more detail below on page 57 of this chapter under The Master With Warren Feur — How Seamlessness to the Max Helps Reveal “Everything”.

Task 2 — Seamlessness

Even though people who are in conflict usually face each other, the dramatic context of this scene — the fact that Avery is ashamed of Jerry — makes it perfectly natural for her to turn her back on Jerry, even as he is talking to her, and walk away from him into the ballroom.

Because they are both facing in the same direction the camera can back up in front of them and see both Jerry and Avery’s eyes (Figure 3.001 to 3.004). As the camera slows and pivots and lets them go by the camera into a side shot, Jerry goes into profile, but Avery talks over her shoulder at Jerry so both of her eyes remain in the frame (Figure 3.006 to 3.011). This way the camera sees three of the four eyes of the principals. By designing the shot in this way, Crowe is able to do an excellent job of telling the story in one continuous shot without a cut, thereby generating the esthetic of seamlessness.

As I explained in the previous chapter, seamlessness distinguishes a moving shot from a static shot. Moving shots can last for two or three minutes without a cut (like the shots from War of the Worlds and Pulp Fiction referred to in the previous chapter). Static shots usually run out of information and stop doing a good job of telling the story after three or four seconds. In the post-Spielbergian era the standard for professional directors of all stripes, mainstream, indie and art house, has been to pump as much seamlessness as possible into every shot. Audiences have become accustomed to high levels of seamlessness in everything they see on a screen. If your film lacks seamlessness it will seem dated.

Again, the only way to generate seamlessness and eye candy and satisfy Tasks 2 and 3 is to move the camera. Moving shots are more difficult and time-consuming to do than static shots. Therefore if you take the time and spend the money to set up a moving shot, pump it full of as much seamlessness and eye candy as possible. This is how at the start of your career you can establish yourself as a great visual stylist, like Cameron, or Fincher or Cuarón.

Because the camera slowed down, pivoted, and let Jerry and Avery go by the camera it eventually ended up on their backs (Figure 3.013). At this point it stops doing a good job of telling the story because it cannot see their eyes. This requires that Crowe cut out of this first moving master and into a second moving master shot. This second moving master shot is back out in front of Jerry and Avery so the camera can see both of their eyes as it retreats in front of them (Figure 3.014). If Crowe had just kept the camera backing up in front of them from the minute they come in through the double doors to the ballroom (Figure 3.001) until the start of this second moving master (Figure 3.014) he could have done their entire walk into the ballroom in one continuous shot. This would have generated more seamlessness but less eye candy. Crowe opted for the eye candy. In most scenes, in order to conserve time and money one master is made to suffice. But Crowe deemed it worth the extra time and money to get the extra eye candy.

Task 3 — Eye Candy

As I explained in the last chapter, eye candy is essentially motion blur. If the camera is in motion any static object or object moving in a different direction or at a different speed that passes by the lens will have a slightly blurry edge to it. These blurry edges make a succession of static images rapidly viewed one after the other to look like a continuously moving image. If the science of this is unclear to you ask a cinematographer to explain it in more detail. The bottom line is: the more motion blur the more eye candy.

The cheapest and the easiest way to generate the most motion blur is to move the camera as dynamically as possible horizontally along the X-axis of the frame in front of as many bright, prominent vertical objects as possible. Dynamic vertical motion along the Y-axis in front of bright prominent horizontal objects generates an equal amount of motion blur, but it requires the use of a crane or CGI so it is dramatically more expensive.

The X-axis runs from side to side across the frame, either left-to-right or right-to-left. The Y-axis is from the top of the frame to the bottom, moving either up or down. The Z-axis runs from the vanishing point in the frame up to and past the vantage point, again moving in both directions: either deeper into the background or out into the foreground. Movement on the X-axis across the frame generates more motion blur and eye candy than movement on the Z-axis to the camera or away from the camera.

By letting Jerry and Avery walk by the camera and pivoting with them Crowe was able to pack as much eye candy as possible into this first moving master. Pivoting and panning this way generates the most dynamic horizontal movement along the X-axis of the frame. It insures that every object in the frame that Jerry and Avery walk in front of will strobe through the frame more rapidly and be feathered with the maximum amount of motion blur (Figure 3.004 to 3.013).

It is worth noting that as long as the camera is retreating in a straight line in front of two actors who are walking and talking, most of the movement in the frame is on the Z-axis. This generates much less eye candy. If a director wants to generate the maximum amount of eye candy he will try to block the actors and the camera so the actors move more on the X-axis than the Z-axis.

Crowe also made certain that every object and every person that Jerry and Avery walked in front of was as large and bright and vertical as possible. This accentuates its motion through the frame.

There are three ways a director can fill his frame with verticals:

1. He must identify everything that is large and bright and vertical in his location and then block his actors so they walk in front of it. This is why Crowe blocked Jerry and Avery so at the start of this shot they walk through a large white double doorway and immediately in front of a large white wall which divides the inner expanse of the ballroom from an outer foyer (Figure 3.001 to 3.006).

2. He must work with his production designer to pack as many large bright vertical objects into the frame as the budget will allow. Jerry Maguire was a big-budget film so Crowe and his production designer knocked themselves out filling this ballroom to the rafters with large bright objects with strong vertical lines. A big white dais sits in the middle of room (Figure 3.011) and the floor is a sea of long tables covered with bright red tablecloths (3.020). Bleachers stacked with red chairs ring the room. The walls are festooned with banks of bright TV monitors, as well as a huge multicolored mosaic of every NFL team logo and lots of red, white, and blue bunting and NFL banners (Figure 3.007 to 3.013).

3. He must work with his First AD so that he routes his moving extras and stations the static extras so they break and move through the frame in the most dynamic way possible. To this end, right in the middle of shot, Crowe’s First AD sent an extra in a bright blue shirt through the frame in the opposite direction of Jerry and Avery (Figure 3.009 to 3.011).

Of all the Five Tasks, generating eye candy seems the most beside the point. That is why I call it eye candy. In a sense it is trivial. It takes place in the background of the shot while the camera is moving from A to B to C to fulfill the other Tasks.

But it is also of great consequence because, even more than seamlessness, it makes a moving shot look like a moving shot. When a shot continues at length without a cut this lends an almost subliminal element of unity to the esthetic of the shot. But there is nothing subliminal about eye candy. It is the source of the dynamic visual energy of a moving shot. More than seamlessness it distinguishes a moving shot from a static shot.

All the directors who have achieved status as great visual stylists have done so largely through a preternatural ability to cram eye candy into their shots. Spielberg designed the amazing shot from War of the Worlds of Ray Ferrier flying down the interstate in his van, discussed in the previous chapter, by making sure that the shot could continue without a cut by staying on the eyes of whichever member of Ray’s family is talking (Figure 2.009 to 2.011, pp. 12–13). But when the drama dissipated slightly he worked to pack this shot with the maximum amount of eye candy by having the camera fly away from the van and frame it up in a straight side shot moving as dynamically as possible across the X-axis of the frame. And then, just as Cameron Crowe did in his moving master of Jerry and Avery walking into the ballroom, Spielberg teamed up with his production designer to strategically place the maximum amount of large bright objects with strong vertical lines — other cars — between the camera and the van and behind the van so they break the frame as dynamically as possible and generate the maximum amount of motion blur as they strobe through the frame (Figure 2.001 to 2.006, p. 12).

Most of Quentin Tarantino’s long moving master of Vinnie walking into Jack Rabbit Slim’s from Pulp Fiction (cited in the previous chapter) follows Vinnie by pushing in behind him on the Z-axis as he walks deeper into the club. The shot starts this way (Figure 2.090, p. 27) and it ends this way (Figure 2.101 to 2.111, pp. 27–28). This does not generate the maximum amount of eye candy.

To jack up the eye candy in the frame, in the middle of the shot, Tarantino interrupts this motion on the Z-axis by very deliberately making Vinnie almost slow to a stop, then point and look intently at a waiter dressed as Zorro, as the waiter crosses into the far right corner of the nightclub (Figure 2.092 to 2.094, p. 27). This cocks the camera as far to camera right as possible and then allows Tarantino to generate the maximum amount of eye candy by having the camera pan back across the entire X-axis of the frame to extreme camera left. This internally generated camera move shows us what Vinnie see as his eyes move off of Zorro and sweep across the entire expanse of the nightclub (Figure 2.094 to 2.099, p. 27). Like Crowe and Spielberg, Tarantino works with his production designer to accentuate this movement across the X-axis by filling the frame with as many large, bright vertical objects as the budget will allow — most noticeably, large white pillars and brightly lit movie posters, six feet tall (Figure 2.095 to 2.096, p. 27)

More than any of the other Five Tasks, generating eye candy visually energizes the frame and helps bring the film to life. This is why Crowe, Spielberg, Tarantino, and all directors known as great visual stylists work diligently to fill their moving master shots with eye candy.

Task 4 — Drama

At the start of this second moving master shot of this scene from Jerry Maguire, Jerry complains, “Everything is on the fucking run with us! Everything!” (Figure 3.014 to 3.018). Avery stops and turns and gets in Jerry’s face, confronting him head on with the truth that, “Jerry, you and I are salespeople. We sell.” (Figure 3.018 to 3.024). Crowe rightly distinguishes this as a moment in the scene when the conflict and the drama have now risen to a more confrontational level. It is only natural that Avery would stop walking away from Jerry, and turn and face him so they are in the position in which human beings normally confront each other: nose-to-nose.
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As explained above, the best way to tell the story and convey the drama when it peaks like this in a shot/reverse/shot configuration, cutting between two static matching close-ups or over-the-shoulder shots. Accordingly, Crowe slows his camera down and brings it around behind Jerry as Avery turns to face him. She says one-half of her line into the camera over Jerry’s right shoulder (Figure 3.021) and then the camera keeps moving behind Jerry (reversing the eyelines) so she says the second half of the line into the camera over his left shoulder (Figure 3.021 to 3.024). (Figure 3.024a provides an overhead 3D animated depiction of the movement of the actors and the camera.)

Jerry throws his hand up and tries to respond, but she cuts him off. To show Jerry trying to stand up to Avery, Crowe cuts to a reverse shot over Avery’s right shoulder on Jerry (Figure 3.025 to 3.027).

This follows the pattern described above which is common to the visual design of most scenes. At the beginning of the scene the conflict is still brewing. As the scene progresses, the conflict becomes more confrontational. This tends to shift the balance of the scene from motion to drama. The master slows down and comes around into a frontal position on one of the parties in the conflict to see both of their eyes as they say a more confrontational line. And then, when that actor stops talking and the other actor responds, this is captured in a separate reverse shot, which requires a cut. Once the visual design of the scene has shifted into this shot/reverse/shot pattern, there will be less seamlessness and there will be much less panning and movement along the X-axis of the frame, which will diminish eye candy. Therefore, Tasks 1, 2, and 3 — Establishing, Seamlessness and Eye Candy — will be eclipsed by Task 4 — Drama.

But the balance has not permanently shifted away from motion. As is often the case in longer scenes that lend themselves to being shot with a moving camera, this moment of peak confrontation from Jerry Maguire is momentary. After getting in Jerry’s face, Avery turns her back on him again and marches away, slapping press kits down on the rows of tables. This shifts the balance back toward motion. Crowe has already got the camera(s) in a shot/reverse/shot configuration — the best place to capture drama: the master shot which brought them up to the table where she slaps down her first press kit has become an OTS on Avery (Figure 3.014 to 3.024), and the matching reverse shot is an OTS on Jerry (Figure 3.025 to 3.027). So now that the conflict has dissipated slightly (momentarily) and the actors are back in motion, he can continue to strike the perfect balance between motion and drama by simply moving both the master and the reverse.
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To do this, Crowe continues with the moving master until the very end of the scene, and turns the reverse over-the-shoulder shot on Jerry (Figure 3.027) into a moving, matching reverse-master. This matching reverse-master is essentially the mirror image of the moving master.

Because the confrontation was momentary and the actors are back in motion, Crowe now has an opportunity to generate more seamlessness and eye candy, while at the same time, keeping the audience focused on the drama. He does it all by having Avery and Jerry continue to argue as they walk into the ballroom and at the same time cross back and forth in front of each other along the X-axis of the frame. Avery keeps slapping the press kits down on the tables and simultaneously berating Jerry, telling him “It’s not love me it’s not trust my handshake. It’s make the deal. Get it signed. There should not be any confusion about that.” (Figure 3.028 to 3.036). But because Avery is, rather unusually, talking while walking backwards, she is facing right into the camera and it can see both her eyes to capture the drama. Crowe has correctly determined that this is one of those extremely rare moments when it is natural for two actors to be confronting each other nose-to-nose while still in motion because one of them is walking backwards. This enables him to have his cake and eat it too. He can equally strengthen motion and drama at the same time. He makes that which by definition is difficult to do look easy and natural. And like all great visual stylists he crams one more prominent vertical object into the frame by having a big extra in a white shirt (portraying one of the workers setting up the ballroom) appear on the left side of the frame and then exit left (Figure 3.028 to 3.031). This increases movement on the X-axis and adds an extra dollop of eye candy to the scene.
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In protest, Jerry stops chasing after Avery and quips, “Jump right into my nightmare. The water is warm.” By implying that she is heartless and by stopping and holding his ground for a beat, Jerry has made the drama a hint more confrontational. Crowe captures this by bringing the reverse over-the-shoulder shot on him to a stop as Jerry delivers the line, and allowing Avery to slide out of the shot frame left (Figure 3.037 to 3.039). So the balance between motion and drama has slipped slightly toward drama and Crowe is able to capture it by reverting to the shot/reverse/shot configuration.

In the next exchange:

AVERY

Oh, so honesty is outlawed here? I can’t be honest?

JERRY

I’ll tell you what. I would prefer loyalty.

Crowe is again able to shift the balance back and forth between motion and drama just as he did in the previous exchange. Avery says her line in motion while continuing to talk while walking backwards. The master can push in on her as she backs up and Crowe can energize the frame and add a little eye candy by blocking Jerry to cross in front of Avery on the X-axis (Figure 3.040 to 3.045). Then the balance can shift back to drama when Jerry comes to a stop and gets off his line impugning Avery’s loyalty. Crowe captures this in the reverse-master (Figure 3.045 to 3.047), again bringing the camera to a halt and reverting to the shot/reverse/shot configuration.

Jerry’s last jab gets a bigger rise out of Avery. She finally stops running away and gets right in his face, reminding him, “What was our deal when we got together? Brutal truth.” She is looking a little off-axis into the lens. Crowe brings the camera to a stop and emphasizes the confrontational nature of the moment by cutting to a tighter version of the master which was shot as a piece of coverage after the master was completed (Figure 3.048 to 3.050). (See Task 5 – Coverage, p. 49)

By shooting a wide, moving master in one direction and a matching, moving reverse-shot in the opposite direction (probably on the following day because it requires reversing the entire lighting setup) Crowe is able to keep shifting the balance between motion and drama as it ebbs and flows in the course of this running argument. A 3D animated depiction of the movement of the actors and the camera in the master can be seen in Figure 3.044a. Figure 3.047a provides the same overhead view of the reverse-master.

Whenever the drama dissipates and Avery turns her back and walks away from Jerry, shifting the balance on the side of motion, Crowe is ready to move and continue to add seamlessness and eye candy to the shot. And whenever Avery stops moving and comes in nose-to-nose with Jerry to give more weight to what she is saying (Figure 3.048 to 3.055), Crowe draws the two moving, reverse shots momentarily to a halt and beams the full force of both the actor’s eyes to the audience in two matching, full-frontal, static close-ups — the ideal shots for conveying drama and telling story.

This strategy to shoot a moving master and, after the first confrontational moment in the scene, intercut it with a moving reverse-master is a good general plan of attack for shooting longer scenes with a moving camera.
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Like in this scene from Jerry Maguire, the confrontational moments come and go. By shooting using this strategy, the director can stay flexible and know that between the master and the reverse-master he will be able to strike the right balance and get the right shot.

In the scene from Jerry Maguire, Avery keeps running away from Jerry throughout the entire scene. For this reason the master and reverse-master move in one direction — from the door to the ballroom toward the opposite wall. This blocking is appropriate given the dramatic context of the scene.

But in many longer scenes like this, which lend themselves to being shot with a moving camera, the blocking can flow in two or more directions. The actor who is chasing — in this case Jerry — can turn the tables, and, out of indignation, or spite, or some other appropriate emotion, walk away from his opponent(s). If this were to happen in this scene from Jerry Maguire, then Crowe could have easily reversed the direction of the master and reverse-master and picked up all the shots he would need to cover Jerry leading Avery back toward the door to the ballroom through which they had previously entered. Before they reached the door, they could have veered off at a 45-degree angle to the right or the left. The master could have led and the reverse-master could have followed them as they made this 45-degree turn. In all these instances the strategy of shooting a moving master and a matching, moving reverse-master would have allowed Crowe to favor Task 4 — Drama — at the more confrontational moments, and tip the balance on the side of Tasks 1, 2, and 3 — Establishing, Seamlessness, and Eye Candy — when the actors were in motion.

This strategy also makes it easier for a director to allow his actors the freedom to determine their blocking organically. Almost all actors are trained in The Method and therefore want to be able to spontaneously decide exactly when, in the course of a running argument, they will get in the other actor’s face and when they will turn and walk away. If a director knows he is going to shoot a moving master and a moving reverse he can wait and decide during rehearsal exactly when the actors and the cameras will move and when the actors will go nose-to-nose and the cameras will draw to a stop.

Task 5 — Coverage

Task 5, which requires that a good moving master pick up some coverage, is a natural by-product of Task 4 — Drama. This is because, as was explained above, the best way to convey drama on screen is in the shot/reverse/shot configuration. Therefore, whenever the balance in a scene shifts from motion to drama, in order to do a better job of satisfying Task 4, the master will tighten up and swing on-axis (on-axis means the actors are looking almost directly into the camera). The more the master swings on-axis, the more it tightens up on the eyes of one of the parties in the conflict, the better a job it will do of becoming one of the tighter shots which will be used in editorial to give a dramatic build to the scene. After the master and sub-masters are shot, these tighter coverage pieces comprise the work that must be completed before the crew can move on and shoot the next scene.

By designing his moving masters so they become coverage the director is able to complete the day’s work doing fewer setups. This saves time and money. If a director can shoot a moving reverse-master (or a series of moving reverse sub-masters) which also become coverage he will save even more time and money. This is yet another reason why it is a good general plan of attack to shoot a moving master and a moving reverse-master that starts after the first moment of peak confrontation.

So in the breakup scene from Jerry Maguire the moving master, which favors Avery, and the moving reverse-master, which favors Jerry, comprise at least 80% of all the work required to shoot this scene. This is because every piece of coverage is simply a tighter version of these two, matching, on-axis over-the-shoulder shots.

For example, the second time Avery stops running away from Jerry, she gets into his face reminding him, “What was our deal when we first got together? Brutal truth.” Crowe knows that in the final edit he will want her to say this in a tighter shot than the master (Figure 3.048 to 3.050). This tighter shot is a valuable piece of coverage. Because Crowe designed the master with an eye for becoming coverage, by the time the camera has moved into the OTS on Avery in Figure 3.044 it is in the right spot to pick up this piece of coverage. All Crowe has to do is put a tighter lens on the camera and repeat the same camera move as he used for the master.

Crowe designed this master so it would continue to satisfy Task 5 and pick up coverage in this same way again and again until the end of the scene. So when Avery gets in Jerry’s face for the third time during the next exchange:

JERRY

I think you added the brutal.

AVERY

Jerry there is a sensitivity thing some people have. I don’t have it. I don’t cry at movies. I don’t gush over babies, and I don’t tell the man who just screwed up both our lives, “Oh poor baby.”

Crowe can cover this more confrontational moment in the perfect shot/reverse/shot configuration (Figure 3.048 to 3.055) without doing additional setups. Again, all he has to do is redo the master after the image in Figure 3.044 and the reverse-master after the image in Figure 3.047 with a tighter lens on the camera. Figure 3.044b represents how the over-the-shoulder shot on Avery seen in Figure 3.044, which is part of the master, can easily be redone as the close-up piece of coverage on Avery seen in Figure 3.048 to 3.050. In Figure 3.044b the camera position in the OTS, which is part of the master, is labeled #1 and the camera position in the close-up, which is a piece of coverage, is labeled #2. Similarly, in Figure 3.047b the OTS on Jerry seen in Figure 3.047 which is part of the reverse-master is labeled #1 and the close-up seen in Figure 3.051, which is a piece of coverage, is labeled #2.

The key to fulfilling Task 5 — Coverage — is to accurately distinguish the moments of peak confrontation in the scene and bring the moving master into a tighter, more on-axis position so it can see both eyes of one of the parties in the conflict. This way one of two things will happen. Either the master will actually metamorphose into one of the needed pieces of coverage. (See pages 64-67 below for a description of a master which metamorphoses into coverage). Or, as in the scene from Jerry Maguire, the lighting setup and/or camera setup used to shoot the master can immediately be reused to shoot the coverage. This will save a significant amount of time and money.

This very practical concern is the basis for Task 5 — Coverage. Tasks 1, 2, 3, and 4 are all about motion and drama. They enable a director to energize the frame and simultaneously tell the story. Task 5 is all about time and money. It enables a director to make the film for the money in the budget and thereby insure that he will get hired again. At the start of every director’s career, time and money will be in short supply. Spielberg had fourteen days to complete his first feature film, Duel. James Cameron made his first feature, Terminator, for under a million dollars. As it was for them, it will be for every director on their first feature. Making a great film will be a necessary but not sufficient condition for continued success. On top of that, it must be made for a price. The bean counters will demand satisfaction.

THE DEFAULT PATTERN FOR DESIGNING THE BEST MOVING MASTER

Tasks 1 through 5 are numbered in that order because this is the order in which they are usually fulfilled. Therefore, there is a default pattern for designing the best moving master for a scene. Because in most scenes the conflict and drama peak toward the end of the scene — the climax — a director is usually able to favor motion over drama at the beginning of the scene in order to satisfy those Tasks which are best fulfilled using a moving camera — Tasks 1, 2, and 3 — Establishing, Seamlessness, and Eye Candy. Then, as the drama becomes more confrontational and head-on, as the scene drives toward a climax, the master can slow down or come to a stop and draw up into a tighter more on-axis shot, which sees both of the eyes of one of the parties in the conflict and therefore does the best job possible of focusing the audience on the center of the drama and fulfilling Task 4 — Drama. The better a job the master does of satisfying Task 4 — Drama — the better a job it will do at satisfying Task 5 — Coverage.

The moving master that Cameron Crowe designed for the breakup scene from Jerry Maguire fulfills the Five Tasks in sequential order according to the default pattern. Similarly the default pattern works well for most scenes that lend themselves to being shot with a moving camera. But every scene in every film is unique and the default pattern must be altered slightly or a great deal to conform to these unique characteristics. Every location is unique. There is one superior way to establish each location and each location contains a unique array of opportunities and obstacles for generating seamlessness and eye candy. More important, the way the conflict and drama unfold in every scene is unique. The moments when the conflict becomes more confrontational or dissipates will determine the optimum position of the camera in relation to the actors and how much it should be moving. These moments occur at different junctures in every scene and the exact nature of the conflict is unique to that scene.

In order to design the best moving master for a scene, the director must tailor the way he applies the Five Tasks so the resulting shot best meets the unique needs of the scene. The ability to do this is not easily learned. It requires a great deal of raw talent honed through years of experience. It is what makes a great visual stylist great. This ability to meet the unique stylistic needs of each scene is what makes a film by Hitchcock or Kurosawa or Kubrick or P. T. Anderson a joy to watch.

The default pattern for designing the best moving master by fulfilling the Five Tasks worked almost perfectly when Cameron Crowe applied it to the unique needs of the breakup scene from Jerry Maguire. Essentially this was because the ballroom where the scene took place was a big box and Crowe and his production designer had complete control over everything that went into the box. Not all locations are equally uniform or obstacle free. If the location contains stairways, hallways, counters or takes place outside on a sidewalk, a road, or a path, the camera cannot go anywhere, as Crowe’s camera could. And the director will not have complete control over what passes in front of the camera, as Crowe did. These restrictions on motion and what passes in front of the camera will require a specialized application of Tasks 1, 2, and 3 to generate seamlessness and eye candy and establish the location. Furthermore the confrontational nature of the drama in the breakup scene from Jerry Maguire mounted steadily from the beginning of the scene until the end. This enabled Crowe to wait until toward the end of the scene to focus on satisfying the needs of Task 4 — Drama — and Task 5 — Coverage.

To give the first-time director a better understanding of how to alter the default pattern to meet the unique needs of an individual scene, I will now analyze the visual design of the master shot for three additional scenes. The first of these scenes was taken from a movie made for Showtime by a friend of mine, Doug Barr. It required a specialized application of Tasks 1 and 5 — Establishing and Coverage. The other two scenes were taken from the feature film, What Lies Beneath, directed by Bob Zemeckis. To formulate the best moving master for one of these scenes Zemeckis went about satisfying Tasks 2 and 4 — Seamless and Drama — in an unusual way. In the other scene, he altered the default pattern a great deal in the way he went about using Tasks 1, 3, and 4 — Establishing, Eye Candy, and Drama — to meet the specific needs of that scene.

THE MASTER FOR THE MAHJONG PARLOR FROM CONUNDRUM — FOLLOWING THE DEFAULT PATTERN

This moving master which veteran TV director Doug Barr crafted for his Showtime movie, Conundrum, conforms to the default pattern until the first, and final, confrontational moment in the scene.

To view a video of this master shot from Conundrum go to this link on the Internet: http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html

Conundrum tells the story of Rose Ekberg, a female detective, played by Marg Helgenberger. Early on in the film, Rose and her detective partner, Stash Horak (Michael Biehn) go to a mahjong parlor to question a Vietnamese gangster, Tony Tam, about the whereabouts of a gunsel named Joey. At the beginning of the scene, the master favors Task 1 — Establishing — above all others. Accordingly, the shot starts on a medium wide shot of Tam seated at a table in the back of a mahjong parlor (Figure 3.056). A waiter leaves Tam’s table and walks toward the front of the parlor (Figure 3.057 to 3.058). The camera goes with the waiter, and in so doing, pivots 180 degrees on the X-axis and lands at the front door of the parlor just as Stash saunters in, with Rose a step behind him (Figure 3.057 to 3.060). So, in the opening seconds of the master, the audience has seen three-and-a-half walls of the four-wall mahjong parlor as well as all the actors and extras in the scene. In addition, the 180-degree pivot of the master whipped the lens horizontally on the X-axis through every vertical object in the room, exploiting almost every opportunity for eye candy. The master also captured all elements of the story in one continuous shot and eliminated the need to cut. This follows the pattern perfectly. Tasks 1, 2, and 3 — Establishing, Seamlessness, and Eye Candy — are fulfilled in just that order.

As soon as Stash comes through the door and moves aggressively up to Tam’s table the conflict in the scene starts to mount. To show the audience the maximum number of eyes of one of the parties in the conflict, the camera pulls back as Stash walks up to Tam’s table, but it doesn’t travel as far as Stash does, so it actually tightens into a good shot on Stash in the foreground and Rose behind him, both seen over Tam’s shoulder (Figure 3.060 to 3.063). The camera now comes to a permanent stop.
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Stash asks, “Where’s Joey? We have a warrant for his arrest.” To which Tam replies, defiantly, “I’m in the middle of a game.” To show Tam who is boss, Stash sweeps his forearm across the table, knocking all the porcelain mahjong tiles onto the floor (Figure 3.064). Tam and Stash trade insults. Then Stash drops his business card on the table and tells Tam to call him if he sees Joey, turns, and stalks out the door. Rose follows on his heels. (Figure 3.065 to 3.067)

Figure 3.067a depicts a 3D animated image of the entire moving master.

As soon as Stash draws to a halt and confronts Tam nose-to-nose the balance in the scene shifts from motion to drama. Doug Barr continues to follow the default pattern by turning his moving master into one of the best shots for exposing the audience to the confrontational nature of the drama: a static over-the-shoulder shot on one of the participants in the conflict. In this he does an excellent job of fulfilling Tasks 4 and 5 — Drama and Coverage — and at the same time abandons Tasks 2 and 3 — Seamlessness and Eye Candy. Because the moving master has come to stop there will be no more eye candy. And because the shot is an on-axis shot looking at Stash and Rose over Tam’s shoulder, as soon as Tam speaks back to Stash the center of the drama will shift off-camera and the editor, accordingly, will cut to the reverse over-the-shoulder shot on Tam (Figure 3.068).
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What this master from Conundrum does not do which it should do if it were to stick strictly to the logic and dictates of the default pattern is push into a tighter shot on Stash after he knocks the mahjong tiles off the table (Figure 3.064) and the confrontational nature of the drama peaks. The camera would push in and land where the white camera is shown in the 3D animated image seen in Figure 3.067b.

In scenes that have multiple successive climaxes, such as the scene from Jerry Maguire, or in a scene in which an exit has dramatic consequences, such as the scene in the mahjong parlor (after Stash trashed the gangsters mahjong tiles, he and Rose were lucky to make it out of the mahjong parlor unscathed), the needs of Task 1 — Establishing — come back into play at the end of the scene. The master stays wider in order to show the audience everything they need to see to understand and believe how the actors shifted position in the location or how they exited. If the geography and the eyelines change this has to be re-established in the master.

In the scene from Jerry Maguire in the course of their long-running argument, Jerry and Avery keep walking across the X-axis in front of each other. Cameron Crowe did this deliberately because for most of the scene Avery is walking in a straight line deeper and deeper into the ballroom with Jerry on her heels. This keeps all the motion on the Z-axis and does not generate much eye candy. But every time they cross in front of each other on the X-axis they are verticals moving horizontally so this energizes the frame with a jolt of eye candy.

It also reverses the eyelines. This shift in geography must be established and then re-established in the master. Therefore, Crowe shot the entire master and reverse-master wide enough to make sure he could always show both Jerry and Avery in the same shot whenever they crossed in front of each other and reversed their eyelines (Figure 3.020 to 3.023, Figure 3.028 to 3.029, and Figure 3.041 to 3.044) He stayed back with the camera rather than push in for all the moments of peak confrontation because he knew that the next thing he had to do with the camera was show this reversal of eyelines. (He also knew he could pick up all the tighter confrontational moments simply by putting a tighter lens on the camera and re-shooting the master and reverse-master in the same lighting setup with a tighter lens.)

It runs slightly counter to the sequential logic of the Five Tasks and the default pattern, but in some scenes, Task 1 — Establishing — must be addressed not just at the beginning of the scene, but also in the middle and sometimes at the end.

In this way, shooting a good moving master is like shooting pool. The camera is like the cue ball. You must make sure that whatever path it takes, it ends up in the best place for what it has to do next. Sometimes this means staying wide, even at a moment of peak confrontation, such as when Stash knocks all the mahjong tiles off the table (Figure 3.064).

THE MASTER WITH WARREN FEUR FROM WHAT LIES BENEATH — SEAMLESSNESS TO THE MAX

Bob Zemeckis made What Lies Beneath as an homage to Alfred Hitchcock. Hitchcock loved the way a moving camera could eliminate edits. (He made a feature-length film, Rope, in which there is not one visible edit.) To a large extent, he pioneered the use of seamlessness in modern cinema. Accordingly, in What Lies Beneath, Zemeckis tried to eliminate as many edits as he could in each of his moving masters. This turned many of the masters into one’ers. A one’er is a shot that conveys the entire scene in one continuous piece, without an edit.

The trick to shooting a one’er and generating the maximum amount of seamlessness is to keep the camera in motion and resist shifting the balance in the design of the shot to drama, even as the scene becomes more and more confrontational. According to the default pattern, when people get in each other’s face, the camera swings more on-axis, tightens and slows, or comes to a stop. But when you are trying to shoot a one’er, you keep the camera moving so it can keep on telling the story in one shot. You fight the shift to drama. Ultimately this means you favor Tasks 1, 2, and 3 over Task 4 — Drama.

To view a video of the one’er from What Lies Beneath discussed below, go to this link on the Internet: http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html

Early in the story of What Lies Beneath the main character, Claire (Michelle Pfeiffer), goes a little nuts. She obsessively spies on her next-door neighbor, Warren Feur (James Remar) and becomes absolutely certain that he has murdered his wife. Claire hunts Feur down to a theater where he has just attended a play. With her husband, Norman (Harrison Ford), hot on her heels, she rushes up to where Feur is standing in the lobby of the theater and hits him on the shoulder, turning him around (Figure 3.069 to 3.076). By pulling straight back in front of Claire as she crosses the lobby and revealing Feur in a three-shot with Norman (Figure 3.076), the visual design satisfies Tasks 1, 2, and 3 in order and follows the dictates of the default pattern. It shows everything. It does not cut, and it generates eye candy. Claire immediately calls Feur out, declaring in a loud voice, “You! You think you’re pretty smart! You think you got away with it. But I know you killed her you murdering son-of-a-bitch!” The camera continues to follow the dictates of the default pattern pushing in from an over-the-shoulder shot and into a good, on-axis two-shot of Claire and Norman (Figure 3.076 to 3.077). Because the confrontational nature of the drama has become more intense, the shot has stayed on-axis and tightened to do the best job possible of satisfying Task 4 — Drama.

In response to this accusation, Feur asks incredulously, “Who?” When Feur speaks the center of the drama shifts 180 degrees onto his eyes. The best way to show this and continue to do the best job of satisfying Task 4 — Drama — would have been to cut to a reverse shot on Feur — to shift to the shot/reverse/shot configuration. But Zemeckis never shot a reverse on Feur. He had no intention of cutting out of this master. His overriding priority was to not cut. So he resists this shift to drama and keeps on moving his camera so he can continue to tell the story in one shot. To do this he pushes in from a good on-axis shot on Claire into a distinctly off-axis profile shot on her as she all but screams, “Don’t give me that shit! Your wife!” (Figure 3.077 to 3.079)

As she hurls this accusation the center of the drama is in her eyes. The best way to convey her crazy rage to the audience would have been in an on-axis shot which sees both of her eyes such as the image in Figure 3.073 shot with a tighter lens. If Zemeckis had been interested in doing the best job possible of satisfying Task 4 — Drama — as the confrontation peaks he would have pushed into a tighter on-axis frame on Claire and Norman. Not the off-axis shot in Figure 3.079. But he has brought the camera around into this profile shot so it is cocked and ready to swing around on the X-axis, camera right, into a reverse shot by following Norman as he apologetically mutters, “I am sorry she is very upset” and takes a big step camera right, landing in a side-by-side two-shot with Feur (Figure 3.079 to 3.081). Just then, Feur’s wife, Mary, exits the women’s restroom, where she has been closeted until this moment, and rushes up to Feur’s side (Figure 3.081 to 3.083). With a look of concern etched on her face she says, “Honey?” Her husband wraps his arm around her, turns to Claire, and states, definitively, “I did not kill my wife.” (Figure 3.083) For an overhead 3D view of how the camera swings almost 180 degrees from an on-axis over-the-shoulder shot on Claire and Norman to an off-axis three-shot of Norman, Mary Feur, and Warren Feur see Figure 3.082a.

By continuing to move his camera, dollying and panning from Claire over to Feur, Zemeckis has managed tell the story in one shot without a cut. He has done the best job possible of satisfying Task 2 and keeping the shot seamless, but at the expense of drama and Task 4. The shot on Norman as he speaks is in profile (Figure 3.080). When Mary Feur arrives at her husband’s side and says her one line she is in profile (Figure 3.083). And when Feur confronts Claire with the truth, he is in profile (Figure 3.083). All of these shots are off-axis and do not convey the full power of what these characters are feeling by allowing the audience to see both of their eyes. To do that Zemeckis would have had to stop moving the master when it was framed up in a good on-axis two-shot on Claire and Norman — essentially a slightly tighter, slightly more on-axis version of the shot in Figure 3.077. He should have let them say all of their lines in this two-shot. And then he should have shot a matching, reverse, on-axis two-shot on Mary and Warren Feur. This would have given him the shot/reverse/shot configuration with which he could have conveyed the full power of the drama to audience. The simple formula which he has not adhered to is that the center of the drama in every scene is in the eyes of the person who is talking, and the more eyes the audience can see, the better, with the maximum being two per person.

[image: ]

3.069

[image: ]

3.071

[image: ]

3.072

[image: ]

3.073

[image: ]

3.074

[image: ]

3.075

[image: ]

3.076

[image: ]

3.077

[image: ]

3.078

[image: ]

3.079

[image: ]

3.080

[image: ]

3.081

In the visual design of this scene there is proof positive of the validity of the fact that Tasks 1, 2, and 3 fight Task 4. Tasks 1, 2, and 3 — Establishing, Seamlessness, and Eye Candy — are enhanced by camera movement and Task 4 — Drama — is actually best fulfilled in the shot/reverse/shot configuration of two static close-ups or two over-the-shoulder shots. The push-pull trade-off between the first three Tasks and the most important Task — Task 4 — means that if you err on the side of making your camera movement as dynamic as possible, as Zemeckis has done in this one’er, you often weaken the drama. But this was the tradeoff Zemeckis was willing to make in order to fashion a film that was a more perfect homage to Hitchcock. The point being that every scene in every movie is unique and calls for a unique application of the Five Tasks. The default pattern provides a starting point. But a great visual stylist crafts a one-of-a-kind application of the Five Tasks to each scene.

The Master with Warren Feur — How Seamlessness to the Max Adds Eye Candy

In the design of this shot Zemeckis was primarily intent on not cutting. But it is worth noting that by pulling out all the stops to fulfill Task 2 and make the shot completely seamless, he was able to do an even better job at generating eye candy and showing the audience everything in this theater lobby. To avoid having to shoot a reverse shot (which he would then have to cut to) Zemeckis must pan and dolly dramatically across the X-axis from a profile two-shot on Claire and Norman to a profile two-shot on Norman and Feur (Figure 3.079 to 3.081). Up until this moment the camera has been moving on the Z-axis, first pulling back in front of Claire as she charges into the lobby and then pushing in on her as she blasts Feur. The dramatic pan and dolly on the X-axis sweeps the camera horizontally across most of the architectural facets of the lobby, which are vertical. Zemeckis’ cinematographer, Don Burgess, uses contrasts in light and shadow to define all these vertical planes. This enables Zemeckis to pack more eye candy into the frame with this dolly/pan than at any other point in his one’er.

The Master With Warren Feur — How Seamlessness to the Max Helps Reveal “Everything”

When Feur first responds incredulously to Claire’s accusation that he murdered his wife, and she screams, “Don’t give me that shit! Your wife!” every theatergoer in the lobby turns his head in alarm (Figure 3.077 to 3.078). This is part of the “everything” that Zemeckis must show the audience in order to fulfill Task 1 — Establishing. The dramatic dolly/pan on the X-axis that Zemeckis must make in time to see Mary Feur exit the women’s restroom (Figure 3.079 to 3.081) enables him to linger for an instant on the head of each theatergoer as it turns. After Feur wraps his arm around his wife and confronts Claire with the truth, declaring, “I didn’t kill my wife,” he leans in and inquires, “Are you all right?” The camera keys off his right-to-left motion and executes a reverse dolly/pan back in the opposite direction across the X-axis (Figure 3.083 to 3.085). Norman then retreats behind Claire muttering apologies. The camera follows him back along the X-axis and frames up a reverse two-shot on Norman and Claire in time to see Claire blanch and gag at the sight of a hale and hearty Mary Feur (Figure 3.085 to 3.088). By reversing the dolly/pan from one side of the lobby to the opposite side Zemeckis is able to again linger momentarily on the face of each strategically placed extra just as their alarm melts away and they turn and go about their business. For an overhead 3D view of this reverse dolly/pan back onto Claire and Norman see Figure 3.088a.

This dramatic dolly/pan off of Claire to the opposite side of the lobby enables Zemeckis to show the audience yet another part of the “everything” that must be revealed in the master to satisfy Task 1 — Establishing. Again, if there is some particular aspect of the physical characteristics of a location that makes the drama taking place in that location more plausible, this must be revealed in the master. This is the “believability” part of the “everything” that must be displayed in order to satisfy Task 1 — Establishing. Mary Feur must not be present at the beginning of the scene when Claire loudly proclaims that Mary has been murdered and then she must suddenly reappear at the end. Where is it most logical for a man’s spouse to disappear to after coming out of the theater? The women’s restroom. No other physical object in this lobby is as important to the believablility of this scene than the icon of a figure in a skirt on the door of the women’s restroom. And so Zemeckis is careful to light it and center it in the frame behind Mary Feur’s head as she rushes up to her husband’s side (Figure 3.081 to 3.082).
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This completes the one’er, the purpose of which was to pay homage to Hitchcock, and along the way prove for the ages that Zemeckis is in the same league as Hitchcock and all the masters of visual design who have preceded him. Seamlessness lends elegance and an aura of mastery to a shot. This is why, as cameras have become more nimble, directors have increasingly made a practice of putting more seamlessness into their shots. This requires tipping the balance between motion and drama in favor of motion. But if this is done masterfully, as in this one’er from What Lies Beneath, only a minimal amount of drama is sacrificed. In addition, a talented director and DP, like Zemeckis and Burgess, can exploit the more dynamic camera movement to the max and do an exceedingly impressive job at satisfying the needs of Tasks 1, 2, and 3.

THE MASTER OF NORMAN’S CONFESSION — A UNIQUE MASTER FOR A UNIQUE SCENE

Again, the factors that determine the uniqueness of the scene are (1) the location where it takes place; (2) the way the drama unfolds in the scene; and (3) the point at which it takes place in the film. These three factors combined to determine how Zemeckis forged a very unique application of the Five Tasks to the needs of a scene that occurs toward the end of What Lies Beneath. (To view a video clip of this scene from What Lies Beneath, go to this link on the Internet: http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html)

The visual design of the master shot for this scene diverges significantly from the default pattern, because the default pattern is simply a starting point. A great visual stylist crafts a one-of-a-kind application of the Five Tasks to each scene.

The shot starts framed up in a medium wide shot, head on Norman (Harrison Ford) as he comes down the stairs into the living room of his house and catches sight of his wife, Claire (Michelle Pfeiffer), walking into the room (Figure 3.089). As he delivers the opening lines of the scene, telling Claire:

NORMAN

I called you last night and left a message on Jody’s machine.

The camera backs up in front of Norman until he comes to a stop facing Claire, who is waiting for him at the base of the stairs (Figure 3.090 to 3.093). It holds there in an on-axis shot over Claire’s shoulder while she intones:

CLAIRE

I want you to answer one question. Did you have anything to do with her disappearance?

While Claire is talking the camera makes a little push into a tight close-up on Norman and then again comes to a stop (Figure 3.093 to 3.094). This little push turns this portion of the master into an “Oh my God” shot. We see Norman stiffen with anxiety as he realizes the secret of his infidelity has been discovered. This extra bit of motion reinforces the drama, because drama is what this moment is all about. For an overhead 3D view of the pull-back and then push-in on Norman at the start of this master see Figure 3.094a.

Norman’s Confession — Opening Beat — Why Zemeckis Departs from the Default Pattern

By starting the master this way, Zemeckis has departed radically from the dictates of the default pattern. This shot reveals almost none of the space in which the scene is going to take place. It therefore completely ignores the demands of Task 1, which prescribe that a good moving master immediately establishes geography in an all-encompassing shot. But there is no real need to do this because this scene takes place about three-quarters of the way through the film. The audience has been in this same living room many times before and already has a very good picture, in their mind’s eye, of everything in relation to everything else in the room. This master establishes where Norman ends up in relation to Claire, and that is sufficient.

Zemeckis’ master also does what most masters do not do until the middle or the end of the scene. It almost immediately comes to a stop in a shot/reverse/shot configuration (Figure 3.093). As soon as he finishes saying his opening line (above), and Claire starts to ask her question (above), the center of the drama will switch to her eyes, requiring the editor to cut out of the master into the reverse, over-the-shoulder single on Claire (Figure 3.095). So, contrary to the dictates of Task 2, there is no seamlessness at the head of this master.

This is because, uncharacteristically, there is a confrontational moment of the first magnitude right at the beginning of this scene. You could say that the scene climaxes as soon as Claire asks Norman, “Did you have anything to do with her disappearance?” because the “her” Claire is referring to is the girl, Madison, who Norman murdered, and who has returned as a ghost to haunt their house. As Claire has now guessed correctly the trouble began when Norman had an affair with Madison. There are few moments of drama in any scene in any movie as fraught with conflict as when a wife asks a husband to tell her the truth about an affair he had. Because this climax comes right at the beginning of this scene, Zemeckis responds appropriately and tips the balance from motion to drama.

Norman’s Confession — Middle Beat — Why Zemeckis Departs from the Default Pattern

Up to this point in this scene the way the drama unfolds is fairly unique. But now the intensity of the confrontation suddenly dissipates to a level more typical to the opening beats of scenes that lend themselves to being shot with a moving camera. Just as Avery turned away from Jerry after initially confronting him face-to-face in the opening beats of the scene from Jerry Maguire, Norman now turns away from Claire and confesses to this, his infidelity, while walking away from her. Avery walked away from Jerry because she was ashamed of him. Norman is walking away from Claire because he is ashamed of himself. He cannot bear to look Claire in the eye as he recounts the story of his infidelity and the role he played in Madison’s disappearance (Figure 3.096 to 3.106).
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NORMAN

I had an affair with her, and when I tried to break it off she became unstable. She came out here to the house and threatened to kill herself . . . or you.

Because it works in the context of the drama for Norman to walk away from Claire, Zemeckis is now presented with a golden opportunity to fulfill the three Tasks which are enhanced by motion — Tasks 1, 2, and 3 — to the max and at the same time do an excellent job at the most important Task — 4 — which ordinarily fights the first three Tasks. Norman has all the lines in this middle portion of the scene. So the center of the drama stays in his eyes. The perfect balance between motion and drama is easily achieved by simply keeping the camera, for the most part, pointed into Norman’s face as he walks away from Claire, and then designing the path of his walk and talk and the accompanying path of the camera in a way that (1) maintains geography; while (2) eliminating the need for edits; and (3) (most importantly) pumps the maximum amount of eye candy into the shot.

One of the three factors that make each scene unique and determine the design of the best moving master for that scene is the exact physical characteristics of the location in which the scene takes place. All of the interiors in Norman and Claire’s house in What Lies Beneath were part of a large set built on a soundstage at 20th Century-Fox Studios. Zemeckis and his production designer intentionally packed every one of these interiors with as many white, vertical, architectural facets, such as railings, bookcases, doors, and doorframes, as possible. To best exploit the presence of these bright verticals in the living room set of this scene, Zemeckis now makes every effort to move the camera as much as possible on the X-axis in front of these verticals and thereby generate the maximum amount of eye candy.

This is why Norman starts his walk and talk by admitting “I had an affair with her,” and then steps in front of Claire and moves straight across the X-axis from camera right to camera left (Figure 3.096 to 3.100). The camera retreats in front of him and this sweeps the brightest, whitest objects in the room — the rails supporting the banister up the stairs — through the frame behind his head. Because Zemeckis has reversed the eyelines in the shot, he can now walk Norman down the camera left side of the living room in front of everything white and vertical built into that side of the set: the doorframe, the bookcase, the lighting sconces, and the mantel to the fireplace (Figure 3.099 to 3.106). Norman continues his confession walking to the far side of the room while telling Claire:

NORMAN

. . . She came out here to the house and threatened to kill herself . . .

Both Norman and the camera come to a halt, and then he throws his eyes dramatically across the frame back at where Claire is standing off-camera right, and ominously intones, “Or you.” (Figure 3.104 to 3.106)

At this point, Zemeckis could have had Norman finish his confession by walking and talking back to where Claire is still standing at the base of the stairs. This would have been perfectly natural. A less imaginative director might have done this. But then both Norman and the camera would have been mostly moving on the Z-axis. This is not the best way to generate eye candy. Rather than do this, Zemeckis parks Norman on the opposite side of the living room from Claire and has him say his final line with his back turned to her (Figure 3.106 to 3.112).

At first glance this may seem like an unusual choice. But there are a number of superb reasons to block the actors and the camera in this way. Norman completes his confession by telling Claire, “I never thought she would go through with any of it. But then, she disappeared.” While saying these lines, he shifts his gaze and his shoulders back from camera right to camera left. In order to catch up with his eyes the camera must pivot 90 degrees in a dramatic arc back across the X-axis of the frame. This pivot sweeps everything bright and white and vertical built into the left wall of the set back through the frame behind Norman’s head for a second time (Figure 3.106 to 3.112). In this way Zemeckis most fully exploits the unique characteristics of this set in order to generate the maximum amount of eye candy. This enables him to craft the best moving master for this portion of this scene. For an overhead 3D depiction of this middle portion of this master which keys off Norman’s walking and talking across the living room see Figure 3.112a.
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He also does his cinematographer, Don Burgess, a big favor because this second move across the X-axis also sweeps Claire through the background from camera right to camera left. This realigns the geography and the eyelines to where they were at the beginning of the scene with Claire on the left side of the frame and Norman on the right (Figure 3.091 to 3.096). And this makes it easier for Burgess to light the set by keeping the key light coming from one direction.

It also makes perfect sense in a dramatic context for Norman to tell Claire while remaining on the opposite side of the room with his back to her, “I never thought she would go through with any of it. But then she disappeared.” Norman is lying. He murdered Madison. The dramatic subtext of this moment is eloquently conveyed by this unusual blocking of actors and camera.

And, finally Zemeckis has put the camera in the perfect position for the final beat of the scene.

Norman’s Confession — Final Beat — Why Zemeckis Departs from the Default Pattern

Claire has most of the lines from here until the end of the scene. First she tells Norman:

CLAIRE

It was her, Norman, she tried to kill you. You said it yourself, she wanted you dead!

As Claire says this, the camera racks focus back to her face (Figure 3.112 to 3.113). But the center of the drama is now in her eyes. And since she is on the other side of the room her face and eyes are very small. So it seems counterintuitive that this is the best place for the camera to be at this moment. But in fact, Zemeckis is ultimately able to do a better job of telling the story by keeping the camera on the opposite side of the room from Claire.
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Norman protests, “What are you saying? That I was attacked by a ghost!?” (Norman’s line was covered later in a static reverse, shot from Claire’s POV: Figure 3.116. Claire now walks halfway across the room while delivering her interpretation of why Madison’s ghost is haunting their house.

CLAIRE

You had an affair with a girl who threatened to kill herself, and now there is a presence in our house . . . a young, blond girl.

This walk and talk brings her from a head-to-toe shot into a shot from the knees up — a “cowboy” close-up, enabling the audience to see more of her eyes (Figure 3.113 to 3.115). She correctly analyzes the facts, emphatically asserting, “Don’t you get it? She did it, Norman. She’s dead, and now she’s trying to hurt you, or both of us.” Trying to steer her away from the truth, Norman counters, “We don’t know she’s dead.” (Norman’s line was covered later in a second, tighter, static reverse shot: Figure 3.117. Claire argues back, insisting, “Of course we do! It’s the only thing that makes any sense.” Now, she has an epiphany and discovers for herself (and the audience) the true cause of the ghost’s entrance into their house and their lives.
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CLAIRE

Oh, God! It’s . . . it’s my fault. I opened a door. I stole a braid of her hair. Madison’s. And it . . . it gave her power.

As she is flooded with this realization of the truth, the camera pushes in from the “cowboy” close-up to a full screen, over-the-shoulder shot on Claire (Figure 3.118 to 3.123). In this way, by staying back in two wider framings on Claire, Zemeckis was able to apply great visual emphasis to the final climactic moment of the scene by buttoning it with a wonderfully appropriate “Oh my God!” shot (explained in detail in Chapter 2, page 16 above). By keeping the camera on the opposite side of the room from Claire, even though she is doing the talking and carrying the scene, Zemeckis is guiding his camera so that it behaves like a cue ball and ends up in the perfect spot to do this dramatic push-in.

From here to the end of the master, Zemeckis follows the dictates of the default pattern and does what probably any director would have done. Having landed in this OTS on Claire at this highly confrontational moment, Zemeckis simply keeps it there for the balance of the scene. He is in a perfect shot/reverse/shot configuration. By staying in this OTS on Claire he is doing the best job possible of capturing the drama and picking up one-half of the coverage he will need to complete the final cut. Claire almost never speaks. Norman stays in her face backing her up in this OTS while trying to convince her that, “There are no ghosts. I had an accident. I am fine.” (Figure 3.125 to 3.126) But Norman is lying. She knows it and is barely listening to him (Figure 3.124). She gives him a blank stare (Figure 3.127) and brushes him off, telling him, “I want to be alone for awhile.” (Figure 3.128) Then she turns and exits back up the stairs (Figure 3.129 to 3.131). For an overhead 3D view of the actor and camera blocking which concludes this master see Figure 3.131a.

This highly confrontational moment at the end of the scene and the equally confrontational beat at the beginning of the scene when Claire demands the truth from Norman (like the moments of peak conflict in the scene from Jerry Maguire discussed above) both cry out for being covered in the shot/reverse/shot configuration of two matching over-the-shoulder shots. Most astute directors would have put the camera where Zemeckis put it.

It is what Zemeckis does with the moving master to capture what comes between these moments that is most unconventional and where his brilliance as a visual stylist is most conspicuously on display. The way he jacks up the eye candy to the max by having Norman cross the line as he starts his confession (Figure 3.096 to 3.106) and then pivoting the camera 90 degrees around Norman to reset the eyelines at the conclusion of the confession (Figure 3.106 to 3.112) was brave and highly counterintuitive. As was his decision to have Norman and Claire argue with each other from opposite sides of this large room, while keeping the camera back wide, so he could push in on Claire’s epiphany and give a full-throated visual emphasis to the climax. For most of us, this elaborate choreography of actors and camera is not what would have come to mind first. It required a highly tuned sensitivity to all possibilities for visual dynamism inherent in the space as well as a deep and accurate understanding of the text and subtext of the drama. It is easy to look at such a well-choreographed shot after it has been done, and done very well, and assume that one would have done the same. Zemeckis makes it look easy. It is anything but.

WHERE TO DESIGN THE BEST MOVING MASTER

The very best moving master for a scene can only be formulated in one place: the actual location where the scene will be shot. Therefore, the first-time director on his breakthrough job must go to the actual location where each scene will be shot in advance of the shoot day and decide exactly what he is going to do with his camera. He has to carefully read the scene and determine how the drama unfolds. Then he has to walk around the location, seeing with his own eyes everything that the camera will see as it follows the path that he determines it must follow to strike the perfect balance between the demands of the Five Tasks. These decisions cannot be made with the requisite accuracy anywhere but at the actual location. This is an ironclad rule for first-time directors.

If you do not lay out each moving master at the actual location, the chances are good that your masters will not strike the perfect balance between motion and drama. If you detect a shortcoming on the set the day of the shoot when you are talking the cinematographer through the shot, and then try to correct the problem on the fly, in all likelihood your last-minute solution will not solve the problem. Do not even go there. Your chances of breaking into the ranks of working directors are slim. Do not diminish them further out of laziness. Go to each location before the shoot day and do your homework. You will be glad you did.

NEVER SETTLE — THE KEY TO DESIGNING THE BEST MOVING MASTER

My bottom-line advice on how to become a brilliant visual stylist, such as Zemeckis, is the following: never settle. Be relentless in your pursuit of the perfect solution. Read the scene very carefully several times over and make sure you understand exactly what the audience must take away from the scene, such as the premonition that Norman is probably not telling Claire the complete truth about Madison. Determine how the scene must be staged to make it most believable, such as by having Mrs. Feur in the ladies’ room when Claire accuses her husband of murdering her. And home in on all that is bright and predominantly vertical in the location and figure out how to block the actors and the camera so that the camera moves on the X-axis as much as possible across these vertical objects. Then take the default pattern for the Five Tasks and apply it to the scene and see how far it takes you.

Sometimes, as in the case of the scene from Jerry Maguire, following the default pattern will provide the perfect balance between motion and drama and yield the best master. More frequently, as in the case of all the other masters described in this chapter, it will be necessary to craft a one-of-a-kind master to the specific needs of the scene.

In any case, test your results. Go back and ask yourself if, at any particular point in the scene, the master could be doing a better job of satisfying any one of the Five Tasks. If the answer is yes, then rework your plan in order to achieve that (seemingly) superior end. Then compare the modified master with the initial plan and ask yourself if, taken overall, your modification made the master better or worse. Then, obsessively repeat the process over and over again, until you are absolutely sure you have come up with the very best moving master for the scene. In any case, never settle. Remain dissatisfied and try to tease out every seemingly preferable solution to the problem of how to strike the perfect balance between the Five Tasks.

In the end, you have to rely on your own judgment and your judgment may be off. But even if you are as gifted as Zemeckis, your work will not reflect your superior abilities unless you reexamine it repeatedly with an eye for improvement. Never settle.


CHAPTER 3 SUMMARY POINTS

● The master shot is the template that determines the visual design of a scene. So the key to understanding how to move your camera is learning how to shoot a good moving master.

● The best moving master does five “Tasks” and does them in a way that works best for the scene.

1. It shows the audience everything it needs to see in order to understand and believe what happens next.

2. It generates an esthetic of seamlessness by curtailing the need to cut.

3. It generates eye candy.

4. It concentrates the audience’s attention on the center of the drama.

5. It picks up some coverage.

● Every scene in every film is unique. The way the drama unfolds is unique to that scene, and every scene is shot in a different location at a different time. What makes Spielberg, Cameron, and Iñárritu great visual stylists is that their application of the Five Tasks to the unique demands of each scene yields the best moving master for that scene.

● If somebody on screen is talking, everybody in the audience is looking at that character’s eyes. This is a scientific fact. For this reason, the shot in which the eyes are the biggest — the close-up — has attained its status as the most effective way to convey drama on film.

● Drama is conflict. Human beings who are in conflict face each other. When two human beings are eyeball to eyeball the most effective way to tell the story is by cutting between two, matching, over-the-shoulder shots or close-ups. Therefore, the best way to tell the story is usually with two static shots, not one moving shot.

● Only when the conflict and the drama dissipates enough to allow one of the combatants to turn his back on the other(s) and walk away from or alongside him (them) does it become possible to keep the audience focused on the center of drama — the eyes — while shooting with a moving camera.

● The more dynamic your camera movement, the weaker your drama and vice versa. The key to designing the best moving master for a scene is striking the perfect balance between motion and drama, given the unique characteristics of that scene.

● In most scenes this balancing act is achieved by focusing on motion at the beginning of the scene and drama toward the end of the scene. This is facilitated by the fact that, in most scenes, drama and conflict intensify as a scene progresses.

● The “everything” that must be fully on display in a moving master in order to satisfy Task 1 can be broken down into three parts:

1. geography

2. money

3. believability

● Audiences have become accustomed to high levels of seamlessness in everything they see on a screen. If your film lacks seamlessness it will seem dated.

● If the camera is in motion any static object or object moving in a different direction or at a different speed that passes by the lens will have a slightly blurry edge to it. This is motion blur. The bottom line is: the more motion blur the more eye candy.

● The cheapest and the easiest way to generate the most motion blur is to move the camera as dynamically as possible horizontally along the X-axis of the frame in front of as many bright, prominent vertical objects as possible.

● Eye candy is of great consequence, because, even more than seamlessness, it makes a moving shot look like a moving shot.

● To do a good job of satisfying Task 4 a director only must do two things well. First, he has to keep the camera framed up on the eyes of the person who is carrying the scene, and second, when the conflict in the scene builds toward a climax, he has to move the camera into a more frontal position on one of the parties in the conflict.

● The strategy of shooting a moving master and, after the first confrontational moment in the scene, intercutting it with a moving reverse-master is a good general plan of attack for shooting longer scenes with a moving camera.

● If a director knows he is going to shoot a moving master and a moving reverse he can wait and decide during rehearsal exactly when the actors and the cameras will move. This makes it easier to work with Method actors who want to be able to determine their blocking spontaneously when they are in character.

● Whenever the balance in a scene shifts from motion to drama, in order to do a better job of satisfying Task 4, the master will tighten up and swing on-axis. The more it does this, the better a job it will do of becoming a piece of coverage. In this way Task 5 — Coverage — is a natural by-product of Task 4 — Drama.

● By designing his moving masters so they become coverage the director is able to complete the day’s work doing fewer setups. This saves time and money.

● The first-time director should bear in mind when designing the best moving master for a scene that the master should always stay in the widest size needed to keep the audience oriented and to tell the story.

● Before he devises a good moving master for a scene, the director must go to the location, read the entire scene while standing where he is going to shoot it, and set his priorities in terms of the Five Tasks.


FOR TEACHERS

The best way to learn how to shoot a good moving master is to repeatedly apply the Five Tasks to the unique demands of many different scenes shot in many different locations over the course of a professional career. In truth, it takes years of practice, as well as a generous amount of natural ability, to become a great visual stylist.

The teacher can initiate this process by asking each student to design the best moving master for a scene from a contemporary film that lends itself to being shot with a moving camera. I have selected a body of fifteen such scenes below under: “15 Walk and Talk Scenes.” Here the student can find a description of the action in the film that leads up to each scene, as well as links to sites on the Internet where all the script pages for the scene can be located. In some cases, one of the links leads to a website where the entire screenplay can be found.

What all of these scenes share in common is that the conflict in the scene can most effectively be conveyed by having the actors on the move at various points in the scene. There are only two characters in each scene because this makes the design of the moving master easier to formulate, and more appropriate to the skill level of a student director.

The student can shoot the moving master himself outside of class on his own time using any point-and-shoot digital camera. There is no need for expensive camera or dolly equipment because a good handheld shot made with a home movie camera can reveal the extent to which the visual design of the shot makes it the best moving master for that scene. This is what this chapter teaches and so the assignment will display how fully the student has grasped the material taught.

The actors in the scenes only need to say the right lines as they hit the marks that the student director has laid out for them. They can be completely untrained, and they can even do the scene with the script in hand. If the actors do the scene with the script in hand, they only need to make sure that, if they look down at the script to get a line, they must look up again, before they deliver the line, so the camera can see their eyes. This way it can be determined to what extent the moving master succeeds in keeping the audience focused on the center of the drama.

However, working with non-actors who do not know their lines is the least preferable alternative when it comes to staging the drama that should motivate the camera movement. I only provide it as an alternative because it is the easiest for the student director to accomplish. And it keeps the emphasis on the purpose of the assignment, which is to provide the student with an opportunity to display his understanding of the principles governing good visual design. On the other hand, talented actors who have memorized the lines and embodied the characters will make the scene come to life. If the students want to try to produce such a more professional, finished piece, I never stop them. They will learn more if they attempt to attain perfection both in what they do with the camera and what they put in front of the camera.

The student should also shoot the right coverage to fit into the moving master and complete the scene. A well-designed master provides a good template into which the coverage must fit. In addition, a well-designed master will contain one or more of the pieces of coverage needed to complete the scene. So the shortest of the scenes I have provided below, such as the scene from Kramer vs. Kramer, can be completed by shooting four or five pieces of coverage, in addition to the master. The longer scenes, such as the scene from LA Confidential or Sex, Lies and Videotape, may require twice, or three times as much coverage. In any case, the more pieces of coverage contained in the master, the fewer the number of setups needed to complete the scene, the more viable the master. Digital is cheap, and student crews are free, but the student director should learn to work like a professional, who must shoot fast, because time is money, and money will be in short supply when the student begins his professional career.

The student should edit the scene and hand in the edited version of the scene in addition to the best take of the moving master, and any moving sub-masters. The completed scene along with the master and sub-master(s) should be screened for the entire class and critiqued. Whichever format can be most easily screened in the classroom, be it DVD, mini-DVD, USB drive, etc., should be the one the students use to give the teacher the completed assignment.

In these critiques I have found that it is best to focus on whether the camera is in the right place at the right time, and to not be overly concerned with correct composition and focal length. This is because, since the student probably lacks expertise as a camera operator, the execution of the shot will be flawed throughout. But, what is important is the thought behind the shot. The teacher should ask himself if this shot would do the best job possible of fulfilling the Five Tasks for this scene in this location if it was executed by a professional crew.

During the in-class critique, the teacher should call attention to all those areas where the design of the master could be improved. He should point out these areas in class and ask the class to identify the problem and devise a solution. In all likelihood, the students, since they are still just learning this element of craft, will not be able to pinpoint the problem. But by challenging them and asking them to improve the visual design, the teacher is taking them through the process by which they will learn this element of craft. This drill should give them valuable problem-solving skills.

In addition, such a critique is a lengthy process. It can take an hour or more. If the teacher directs his inquiry exclusively at the student who prepared the assignment, most of the other students will soon tune out. The student whose assignment is being critiqued will be eager to correct his mistakes. But the teacher will teach more of the students more about shooting with a moving camera if he directs the majority of the questions to the class as a whole.

At Chapman, all my students post all their work on YouTube, or similar file-sharing sites, and send links to their friends. I take advantage of this and tell them to put up their assignment on YouTube forty-eight hours before it is due in class, and post the link on the online information-sharing site for the class. Each student is then required to prepare a written critique of each moving master identifying all areas that could be improved and providing suggestions for improvements. I collect these after class and grade them. This makes the in-class critique of the work much more lively and productive. When a grade is hanging in the balance the students are motivated to focus, root out all the problems, and come up with many of the best solutions.

This assignment takes a substantial amount of time to plan and execute successfully, so at the first class meeting I pinpoint the date on which each student must turn in the assignment. To do this I divide the number of class sessions I intend to devote to teaching how to shoot a good moving master by the number of students in the class. This tells me how many assignments will be due and how many critiques will be undertaken in each class. I have found that it takes me at least forty-five minutes to fully critique an assignment. I usually have fifteen or sixteen students in a class. So, ideally, three or four assignments are due in each three-hour class, spread out over four dates. In the first class I hold a lottery and raffle off the dates. This way the student discovers on the first day of class when his moving master assignment will be due. I also tell them that there are no excuses for late assignments. No matter what disaster strikes, including a real illness, they must have contingency plans to complete the assignment on time, because that is what is expected of professional directors. And then I tell them how if Francis Coppola gets sick during production, he directs from his sickbed in his trailer by looking at a video monitor and talking to the crew and actors over an intercom.

Below are the fifteen scenes that I have selected for this assignment.

FIFTEEN WALK AND TALK SCENES

Warrior

by Gavin O’Connor, Anthony Tambakis and Cliff Dorfman

http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html — scene only

http://www.lionsgateawards.com/script_warrior.pdf — entire script

This scene is on page 55.

Brendan accidentally runs into his long-estranged brother, Tommy, on the beach just before they are about to compete against each other in the Sparta Mixed Martial Arts Tournament. Brendan attempts a reconciliation, but Tommy is locked in his rage against Brendan and the world. All the bad blood in their past comes out. After this scene they are both determined to kill each other in the cage.

EXT. BEACH – NIGHT

Brendan walks on the beach as the waves of the Atlantic Ocean lap at the shoreline. Boats bob on the water. Stray bottle rockets trace through the night sky.

Brendan continues walking, then spots Tommy coming toward him. The brothers make eye contact. Stop. Then approach each other warily.

BRENDAN

Been looking all over for you. How’s it going?

TOMMY

It’s going.

Good Will Hunting

by Matt Damon and Ben Affleck

http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html — scene only

http://screenplayexplorer.com/wp-content/scripts/Good-Will-Hunting.pdf — entire script

This scene is on page 80.

This is the scene that ends, famously, with Will telling Skylar “I don’t love you.” They are in the midst of an intense romance, and at the start of the scene, she lovingly asks him, “Come to California with me.” Essentially this is an invitation on her part to take their romance to the next stage and make it long-lasting. Will is a work in progress. He has not yet discovered that he associates love with pain. So when she suggests making their love permanent, he freaks out and sabotages the relationship.

INT. SKYLAR’S ROOM – NIGHT

Will and Skylar lie in bed. Skylar watches Will sleep.

SKYLAR

Will? Are you awake?

WILL

No.

Sex, Lies and Videotape

by Steven Soderbergh

http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html — scene only

http://www.imsdb.com/scripts/Sex,-Lies-and-Videotape.html — entire script

This scene is Scene #24.

This is a great mutual seduction scene. Cynthia has found out that her half-sister, Anne, is doing “something sexual” with Graham. Cynthia is locked in an intense sibling rivalry with Anne. To her mind, she is the hot sister, while Anne is the prude. So Cynthia goes to Graham’s apartment and introduces herself, with the intention of doing whatever it is that Anne has been doing with Graham involving sex. Cynthia is thinking along the lines of whips or chains, but, in this scene, she finds out that Graham is kinky in a way she never dreamed of.

24 INT. GRAHAM’S APARTMENT – DAY

Graham sits smoking a cigarette. There is a knock at his door.

GRAHAM

It’s open.

Cynthia enters. Graham looks up at her.

GRAHAM

Who are you?

Basic Instinct

by Joe Ezterhas

http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html — scene only

http://screenplayexplorer.com/wp-content/scripts/Basic-Instinct.pdf — entire script

This scene is on page 42.

Nick is a brilliant homicide detective who has done a lot of bad things in his life. In this scene he meets his match in equally bad, equally brilliant Catherine. Nick has just uncovered some evidence that he is certain implicates Catherine in a ruthless ice-pick murder. Armed with this evidence he goes to interrogate her, thinking he can get her to crack. But it is Catherine who almost cracks Nick.

EXT. THE STINSON BEACH HOUSE – NEXT DAY

He pulls up to the house, gets out of his unmarked police car. He stands there a beat, thinking. He walks down to the beach entrance of the house. He hears a Rolling Stones SONG playing inside. He stands there.

The door suddenly opens.

Catherine stands there, smiles. She wears very tight-fitting spandex leotards.

CATHERINE

Hi.

He looks at her a beat, then –

NICK

Am I . . . disturbing you?

CATHERINE

No. Come in.

They have their eyes on each other. A beat, and she turns to go in.

Jerry Maguire

by Cameron Crowe

http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html — scene only

http://www.imsdb.com/scripts/Jerry-Maguire.html — entire script

This scene is on page 109.

This is the scene which ends, famously, with Cuba Gooding shouting the final line, “I’m all heart, motherfucker!” Gooding plays NFL star-in-the-making Rod Tidwell. Jerry (Tom Cruise) is Rod’s sports agent. They have bonded as friends, but that bond is now strained to the breaking point, because Jerry has failed to get Rod the rich contract that he promised him in the previous “Show me the money!” scene. They meet after Rod has had a disappointing game. Rod gives Jerry some friendly advice about Jerry’s troubled marriage, which deeply huts Jerry. Jerry retaliates and tells Rod he is a “paycheck player” who plays with no heart.

EXT. PHILADELPHIA LOCKER ROOM – NIGHT

Finally, here comes Tidwell, moving very slowly with garment bag.

JERRY

How’s your head? Bubblicious.

TIDWELL

The quarterback sucks, man. He’s gonna get me killed.

Almost Famous

by Cameron Crowe

http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html — scene only

http://www.dailyscript.com/scripts/almost_famous.html — entire script

Scene 118.

It is 1972. Rock music is at its zenith. William, a precocious sixteen-year-old, who aspires to become a rock ‘n’ roll journalist, befriends the up-and-coming rock band Stillwater and gets invited to follow them on tour. Also on the bus are the groupies following Stillwater, led by the enchanting Penny Lane. In the weeks that follow William becomes everyone’s pet. Most important, the rock god, lead guitarist Russell Hammond, takes him under his wing. Rolling Stone promises William that they will publish William’s profile of Stillwater if William can land an interview with reclusive Russell. So William must stay in Russell’s good graces, but this becomes increasingly difficult as William falls in love with Penny while Penny falls in love with Russell. The tour is about to arrive in New York, where, in any case, Penny and the groupies will have to disappear because Russell’s wife is going to join him. Russell solves the problem by selling Penny and the other groupies to another band for $50 and a case of Heineken. William knows this, but Penny doesn’t, and William is dying to set her straight and tell her.

118 EXT. CONCORD PAVILLION BACKSTAGE – EARLY MORNING

William exits a backstage Portosan. Penny catches him by the grilling area where catering is preparing for the outdoor event. Their laminated passes swing from around their necks. Thudding in the distance, Stillwater plays for a cheering outdoor crowd. The sound of summer insects in the air.

PENNY

So it wasn’t a birthday party, it was a farewell.

William doesn’t answer. He looks at her, blowing some hair out of her face.

PENNY (CONT’D)

You think you can fool me. I read you. I know what you’re thinking.

WILLIAM

What’s that?

PENNY

(touched)

You’re worried about me and Russell.

Seven

by Andrew Kevin Walker

http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html — scene only

http://sfy.ru/?script=se7en — entire script

There are no page or scene numbers in the file above. This is the last scene in the script.

Throughout this film, Detectives Mills and Somerset have been tracking down psycho-killer John Doe. They have finally caught Doe and are on the verge of bringing him to justice. But Doe intends to derail the process by baiting Mills into shooting him. This would ruin Mills’ life as a police detective. Doe has a piece of news, which, in the course of the scene, he reveals bit by bit to Mills, certain that once Mills knows this horrible truth he will blow Doe’s brains out. Somerset struggles to intervene.

EXT. MARSHLANDS – EARLY EVENING

Mills sees Somerset coming and pulls Doe so that Doe stands.

JOHN DOE

(quietly, watching)

Here he comes.

MILLS

(shouts to Somerset)

What the fuck is going on?

LA Confidential

by Brian Helgeland

http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html — scene only

http://www.imsdb.com/scripts/L.A.-Confidential.html — entire script

No page or scene numbers. The scene comes a little before halfway through the script.

Bud White is a homicide detective in Los Angeles in the 1930s. He has the ideals of Sir Galahad. But he does not hesitate to use Dirty Harry methods to enforce them. Bud is investigating the murder of Sue Lefferts, a high-class call girl who, like the other prostitutes managed by Pierce Patchett, has been altered by plastic surgery to look like a specific movie star. The trail leads Bud to the house of Lynn Bracken, one of Pierce’s other call girls. Bud enters the scene assuming that Lynn is a dumb broad who will reveal incriminating evidence if he merely growls at her. But when Bud growls, Lynn just laughs and brilliantly calls him out on his Sir Galahad complex. Bud leaves in love with her and hating himself for it.

INT. 1736 NOTTINGHAM (LYNN BRACKEN’S) – DAY

A nice breezy feel. The perfect place to shack up.

LYNN

I’ve been expecting you. Pierce called. Told me what happened to Sue.

(beat)

It’s Officer White, isn’t it?

Bud nods, eyeballs the place.

Carlito’s Way

by David Koepp

http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html — scene only

http://www.bhplayhouse.com/62-Drama-Man-Woman-Acting-Scenes/933-Carlito-s-Way/View-details — scene only

Go to website above and click on “Carlito’s Way 2.doc” in the middle of the page. Scene 64 will pop up.

Carlito and Gail have become live-in lovers since Carlito’s release from jail. Carlito has been a gangster all his life, but he is trying to go straight. It is a struggle. Carlito owes his mob lawyer, Dave, a favor, and Dave is calling it in by pressuring Carlito to help spring a gangster client out of jail. Gail loves Carlito and wants the best for him, but she is afraid his old mob connections will drag him down. Gail has just gotten wind of Dave’s scheme and she intends to put an end to it.

64. INTERIOR. GAIL’S APARTMENT – NIGHT

GAIL steams in the door to her apartment, furious. CARLITO, right behind her, closes the front door and follows her.

GAIL

I don’t like him. I didn’t like him the minute I met him.

CARLITO

Well, you’re not listening to me.

GAIL

All right – so what is the boat thing? What is that asshole manipulating you into? Tell me!

CARLITO

I’m just helping him out with something, that’s all. I owe him.

The Bridges of Madison County

by Richard LaGravenese

http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html — scene only

http://sfy.ru/?script=bridges_madison_county — entire scipt

No pages or scene numbers. This scene is 7/8th through the script. It is one of the last between Francesca and Robert.

Francesca is a passionate, intelligent, middle-aged woman who would love to bust out of her secure, humdrum life in rural Iowa. She gets her chance when her husband and children are away at the Illinois State Fair in the summer of 1965. By chance, she meets Robert, a globe-trotting photographer who has come to this Iowa backwater to photograph the famous covered bridges. They have a torrid, four-day affair, and almost elope, but in the end, she pulls back to save her family. This scene takes place the day before her husband and children are due to return.

INT. KITCHEN – MORNING

Francesca is serving Robert breakfast, then sits down beside him. Silence. We can sense some tension between them — this being their last day together. Francesca seems ingeniously friendly. Robert is suspicious.

FRANCESCA

Sleep all right?

ROBERT

Yes, thanks.

Kramer vs. Kramer

by Robert Benton

http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html — scene only

http://www.awesomefilm.com/script/kramerVsKramer.txt — entire script

Scenes 13 & 14

This is the first real dialogue scene in the film. Before it all we have seen is Joanna Kramer, a stylish, young, Manhattan mother, lovingly tuck her five-year-old son into bed and then pack a suitcase. This is intercut with scenes of her husband Ted, at the Madison Avenue ad agency where he works. Ted has just landed a lucrative new account with Revlon Cosmetics. His boss is showering him with praise. Ted announces, “This is one of the five best days of my life.” But that all is going to change when he finds out what Joanna has planned.

13 INT. FOYER – NIGHT

WIDE SHOT — Joanna carries in the suitcase, sets it by the front door, then she crosses to the living room and sits down at the dining table.

CLOSER IN ON HER — She takes out a list made on the back of an old envelope. As she begins to review it, checking off some items:

CUT TO:

HER P.O.V.: as the door swings open to reveal Ted Kramer, an enormous grin on his face, a bottle of champagne in his hand. He is so full of himself that he doesn’t notice there is anything wrong.

Note: Throughout the entire scene he carries the bottle of champagne, never putting it down.

TED

I thought you might just like to know that at five-fifteen this afternoon we were officially handed the Fire and Ice account by Revlon.

JOANNA

(she takes a deep breath, then:)

Ted, I’m leaving you.

The Stepford Wives (1975 Version)

by William Goldman

http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html — scene only

Joanna Eberhart is on the verge of a terrifying discovery. The men of her town, Stepford, Connecticut, have banded together and used their talents as scientists to turn their wives into robots who slavishly fulfill their every need. Feminist Joanna appeals to her husband for help, only to discover that he is in on the plot and has abducted their two children. In this scene she bursts in on her friend Bobbie, who up until recently, was the only other woman in Stepford who suspected that the other wives in town had become horribly transformed. But in this scene she discovers that Bobbie too has fallen victim to this conspiracy.

INT. KITCHEN – DAY

Bobbie drying off dishes. Joanna enters scene. She is drenched in water from the rain.

BOBBIE

(concerned)

Why look at you, for heaven sake.

JOANNA

Bobbie, Bobbie listen.

BOBBIE

You need a fresh perked cup of coffee.

(She grabs a kettle.)

JOANNA

I don’t want any coffee! I just want my children!

Back to the Future

by Robert Zemeckis and Bob Gale

http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html — scene only

Marty MacFly has a big problem. He has accidently traveled through time from 1985 to 1955 in a time machine, which has run out of fuel. He needs to get the time machine working again so he can get back to the future. The only person who can help him figure out how to do that is the man who will invent the time machine in 1985 — Marty’s best friend, mad scientist Dr. Emmett Brown. But in 1955 Marty has not been born yet; he and Doc Brown have not become friends. So at the start of this scene, when Marty knocks on Doc Brown’s door in 1955 and begs Doc to help him, Brown suspects he is just a kid from the neighborhood playing a practical joke. Marty has to prove to Doc that he came from the future in a time machine that Brown invented.

61 EXT. BROWN’S FRONT DOOR – CLOSER ANGLE

Marty runs up and pounds on the door knocker.

We hear a barking dog from within; then YOUNG DOCTOR BROWN opens the door. He’s wearing an OUTRAGEOUS CONTRAPTION on his head, a bizarre conglomeration of vacuum tubes, rheostats, gauges, wiring, and antennas; but there can be no doubt that it’s the same Dr. Brown, some 30 years younger. Beside him is another DOG.

Marty stares at Brown’s weird headgear. Brown yanks him inside.

61-A INT. BROWN’S HOUSE – NIGHT

BROWN

Don’t say a word!

(to the barking dog)

Quiet, Copernicus! Down, boy!

Brown attaches a suction cup to Marty’s forehead, which is connected to a wire into Brown’s contraption.

MARTY

Doctor Brown, I really---

BROWN

No, don’t tell me anything. I’m going to read your thoughts.

Batman Forever

by Akiva Goldsman

http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html — scene only

This scene is the first meeting of Bruce Wayne and his love-interest-to-be, beautiful, brainy psychiatrist, Chase Meridian. Bruce has been receiving creepy messages from a disturbed employee, and comes to Chase’s office seeking her professional opinion of the motive behind these messages. Chase, in sweats and boxing gloves, is working out in her office, hitting a heavy bag. Bruce approaches her door and mistakes her high-pitched exertions for sounds of distress. He breaks down the door.

INT. CHASE’S OFFICE – DAY

as Bruce, fearing Chase under attack, crashes through the door, always saving the world. Quickly valor slips into embarrassment as he scans the room.

CHASE, startled yet the consummate cool cookie, stops her daily workout, sizing up her unexpected intruder. A tilt of the head and scrunched face sends an inquisitive signal.

Quite embarrassed, Bruce’s impish grin subjugates a usually self-confident man to schoolboy status. Partially from current circumstances, mostly the stunning presence of Chase.

BRUCE

I, I guess I am early. I have an appointment. I’m Bruce Wayne.

Chase wiping the sheen from her self-confident brow.

CHASE

Good! Then you can afford to buy me a new door.

City of Angels

by Dana Stevens

http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html — scene only

Seth is an angel who watches over the dying and then guides them to the next life. He falls in love with Maggie, a beautiful heart surgeon, after watching her struggle heroically to save a patient’s life. Seth makes himself visible to Maggie and they strike up a friendship. She invites him to her house for dinner, but then thinks better of it when she discovers that Seth is not exactly what he appears to be.

INT. MAGGIE’S KITCHEN – NIGHT

Maggie takes a head of lettuce and a couple of tomatoes out of the refrigerator and crosses to the island counter where Seth waits. She hands him the lettuce.

MAGGIE

Here, can you cut this up?

Seth grabs a knife and uncertainly starts slicing through the lettuce.

MAGGIE (CONT’D)

So what province is it in Canada where you were born?

SETH

I wasn’t born in Canada.

MAGGIE

What are your parents’ names?

Seth unconsciously runs the knife right over his thumb. It passes through his flesh without making a mark. Maggie notices, taken aback.


PART THREE
DIRECTING ACTION SEQUENCES
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CHAPTER 4



ACTION SEQUENCES – THE BASICS

OVERVIEW

When it comes to directing action sequences, the good news is, it’s easy. Not only in theory, but in practice. The truth be told, there are a lot of stuntmen, who are hardly rocket scientists, who have developed into highly competent action directors. Most stuntmen aspire to become stunt gaffers, or stunt coordinators, and almost all stunt coordinators aspire to become second-unit directors. The good stunt coordinators who possess the necessary people skills and the requisite amount of moxie usually can promote themselves into becoming second-unit directors.

Most of what I know about shooting action I learned from the stunt coordinators who doubled as second-unit directors on the episodic television shows I directed — especially The Fall Guy and Knight Rider. Stunt coordinators want their stunts to look great — to sell. Selling a stunt comes down to making something that was not especially dangerous or out of control look very dangerous and out of control. Or making something that was not violent in which nobody was hurt look like a world of hurt. To accomplish this you have to do three things and do them well:

1. Put the camera in the right place.

2. Put the right lens on the camera.

3. Get the right number of pieces (of coverage).

That’s all. It is not rocket science. If you were terrible at geometry you might have some difficulty with the above. Otherwise, if you apply yourself over time, and with some trial and error, you can become adept at executing the above three tasks. Stunt coordinators have a natural incentive to apply themselves and master the above, because if those three things are not done well by whoever is shooting their stunts, the stunts won’t sell and their reputation as stunt coordinators will suffer. So out of self-defense, they learn the three skills needed to shoot action well, and almost inevitably start coaching the directors they work with. From there it’s a short step to becoming second-unit directors themselves.

When you are directing an action sequence it is absolutely crucial that you and the stunt coordinator go to the location, prior to the shoot day, and work out how the stunts are going to be choreographed and where you are going to put the cameras. Otherwise, on the shoot day, everyone stands around getting paid big bucks to do nothing, while you and the stunt coordinator work through what you could have done, on your own, ahead of time. This is expensive, so unless you are Spielberg or Tony Scott and have an unlimited budget, I would advise against it.

HOW TO PUT THE CAMERA IN THE RIGHT PLACE

The essence of any stunt is motion through space. If it’s a car chase, it’s cars in motion (or trucks, motorcycles, etc.). If it’s a fight, it’s fists, or feet, or elbows, etc. You want to put the camera on the spot where that motion is going to look the most dynamic. In the case of fights, you also need to put the camera where it looks like the stuntmen are actually hitting each other, even though every hit, in fact, falls short of its mark. In this case you want to sell the impact.

HOW TO PUT THE RIGHT LENS ON THE CAMERA

Motion through space looks different when filmed with different lenses. Lenses can speed up motion and make it look faster or more dynamic than it looks to the eye. Lenses can also make objects look closer to each other than they are in reality. So in a fight sequence, lenses are the best tool to make a miss — a blow that fell short of its mark — look like a hit – a blow that found its mark. The right lens is the lens that makes the motion look as dynamic as possible and/or makes a miss look like a hit.

HOW TO GET THE RIGHT NUMBER OF PIECES

Of the three skills needed to shoot a good action sequence this is the hardest to master. Most people, unless they are truly gifted, like Spielberg or Zemeckis, learn through trial and error over a period of time.

When it comes to shooting action, the more pieces you have the better.

There are a number of different reasons for this. One is because you need pieces to make something that was not dangerous look dangerous, or something that was not violent look violent. When an object moves through space, that motion will look more dynamic from different camera angles. If you shoot it from a number of angles, then, when you edit the footage, you can cut between the angles that make the motion look most dynamic, or dangerous or violent. (And cut around the angles where it is obviously controlled and safe.) This sells the stunt.

A stunt punch thrown to the jaw will fall short of the jaw and pass harmlessly in front of the face. But if the camera is directly in front of or behind the stuntman taking the punch, this miss will look like a hit, provided the stuntman taking the punch whips his head around, faking the impact of the fist against his jaw (Figure 4.001 to 4.003). Therefore you need the piece you get from the camera angle behind the stuntman.

However, the angle that makes the punch look most dynamic is the side angle, because it shows the full extent of the punch across the space between the two stuntmen. In this angle, when the fist passes in front of the jaw, you will see the gap between the puncher’s fist and the punch-taker’s jaw — the miss (Figure 4.004 to 4.006). So, before you reveal the miss, you would cut out of this side angle and into the angle in front of or behind the punch-taker (Figure 4.002). Therefore, you need at least these two pieces to sell this punch.

The other reason why you need multiple pieces is because montage generates energy. As anyone who has ever watched a music video can tell you, quick cutting energizes the frame. Every time you cut from one angle to another you are jumping from one vantage point on the action to another. These shifts in point of view register on the viewer and generate an energy of their own. They give the viewer the impression that he is popping around the action as it unfolds. This, in itself, energizes the frame.

By having multiple pieces, shot from multiple camera setups, you can control the actual screen time of every part of an action sequence. In most cases, you use this control to speed up the pace of the action, but sometimes you use it to slow down the action and milk it, lingering on some especially cool moment.

So in order to sell a punch to the jaw, a good editor will cut the “air” out of the middle of the punch and make it seem like the fist is actually traveling through space toward the jaw faster than it did in reality. The “A” side of the cut will linger on the windup for the punch (Figure 4.007 to 4.009). The “B” side of cut will start with the fist already at the jaw and the punch taker spinning away from the force of the blow (Figure 4.010 to 4.012). This speeds up the punch and makes it seem more violent, and out of control, when, in fact, it was completely controlled and choreographed.

A good example of how an expensive or sensational moment can be slowed down and milked for effect can be found in the John Woo film Face/Off. Early in the film, the arch criminal, Castor (Nicholas Cage), tries to escape in a private jet from his nemesis, FBI agent Nick Archer (John Travolta). Archer, flying a helicopter, smashes down on the rear ailerons of the jet, crippling it, and Castor is forced to steer the jet into a hangar, where a shootout ensues.

A real Gulfstream jet was driven through the wall of an airport hangar in this stunt. I can count nine separate camera angles used to capture the action. To milk the moment, the editor repeats the sequence when the jet breaks through the wall of the hangar and plows into some exploding barrels lined up directly in its path. The jet breaches the wall and goes at least fifty feet into the hangar (Figure 4.013 to 4.021). It is shown hitting the barrels and sending them skyward in a shower of sparks. And then the editor reverses the jet’s progress. He cuts to a shot of it back outside the hangar just as the jet is beginning to break through the glass of the exterior wall (Figure 4.022). This way he can repeat the fiery, spectacular sequence of the jet smashing into the exploding barrels a second time (Figure 4.022 to 4.028). And to make doubly sure the audience could savor every moment of this flashy stunt, about half of the camera angles were filmed in slow motion.
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4.012

So to summarize, when shooting action you need to shoot from multiple camera angles in order to:

1. cut around the angles that reveal the stunt was done under controlled circumstances;

2. stay in the camera angle that makes the motion of the stunt look most dynamic or violent;

3. use quick cutting or montage to generate energy; and

4. control the pace at which the action seemingly takes place, either by speeding it up or slowing it down.

The more pieces you have to do the above, the better the action sequence. This is why when John Woo put the Gulfstream jet through the wall of the airport hangar, he was running at least ten cameras. Very few directors have a big enough budget to get all the pieces they might need. So the key to making a name for yourself as an action director is being able to distinguish between the pieces that will give you the biggest bang for the buck — the pieces you must shoot to sell the stunts — and the pieces that you can do without.

You have to know where to draw this line. It is never easy. It is basically a process of self-denial. You start out thinking big; dreaming up every camera angle that would help. And then, you have to keep cutting it down until you have the most essential pieces. Knowing which pieces are the essential ones generally comes with experience. It is best learned by having shot a similar piece of action at some point in your career and noticing that one sort of camera angle shot with a specific lens did an especially good job of selling that kind of stunt, and then making a mental note of it and filing it away.
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4.028

When you are starting out as a director and have not yet acquired the experience needed to be infallibly correct in making those hard choices, it is wise to listen to the stunt coordinator and/or DP, and use their judgment to refine your own. A stunt coordinator who works all the time can actually work on more than a thousand projects over a ten-year time span. A DP who works all the time could have shot twenty features or two hundred television episodes over the same length of time. A hot director can make a movie every two years or, at best, ten hours of episodic television a year. So almost inevitably the stunt coordinator and DP are going to have much more experience shooting stunts. A director starting out should take advantage of that experience and keep listening to the stunt coordinator and the DP when trying to determine exactly which shots will do the very best job of selling the stunts he is going to direct.

With that said, there is a certain science to how lens selection and camera placement can be used to make motion in the frame look more dynamic. Once a relatively inexperienced director fully understands this science, he can extrapolate from it and figure out which are the key shots needed to sell a specific stunt, even if he has never shot such a stunt before.

Some people have a gift for this kind of extrapolation. Spielberg’s first wall-to-wall action piece — Duel — the movie for TV starring Dennis Weaver, which he made in 1971, is such a conspicuous display of virtuoso action directing, one has to assume that he could not have picked up all the tricks of the trade on display in this film, either from his own past experience, or from listening to his DP and stunt coordinator. This little movie was shot on a shoestring budget, so every camera setup had to yield the maximum bang for the buck. In order to have determined so successfully exactly which shots he needed to make the action as dynamic as possible, and which he could do without, Spielberg must have relied on his preternatural ability to make these decisions by extrapolating from the basic rules governing how lenses and camera placement can be used to heighten action. These rules will be described in the next two chapters.

CHAPTER 4 SUMMARY POINTS

● Selling a stunt comes down to making something that was not especially dangerous or out of control look very dangerous and out of control. To do this you have to do three things and do them well:

1. Put the camera in the right place.

2. Put the right lens on the camera.

3. Get the right number of pieces (of coverage).

● When you are directing an action sequence it is absolutely crucial that you and the stunt coordinator go to the location, prior to the shoot day, and work out how the stunts are going to be choreographed and where you are going to put the cameras.

● When shooting action you need to shoot from multiple camera angles in order to:

1. cut around the angles that reveal the stunt was done under controlled circumstances;

2. stay in the camera angle that makes the motion of the stunt look most dynamic or violent;

3. use quick cutting or montage to generate energy; and

4. control the pace at which the action seemingly takes place, either by speeding it up or slowing it down.

● The key to making a name for yourself as an action director when you are working low budget is being able to distinguish between the camera setups that will give you the biggest bang for the buck — the pieces you must shoot to sell the stunts — and the camera setups that you can do without.


CHAPTER 5



LENS SELECTION

WHY FORCE PERSPECTIVE?

If you are going to make it as a director of mainstream theatrical features, you have to force perspective. Why? For the same reason that you have to move your camera — because every director of note has been doing it since Spielberg burst on the scene in the early ‘70s using forced perspective as part of his signature style. (See “The Basics of Perspective” on page 91 below for an explanation of how lenses can be used to alter or force perspective.) Orson Welles was among the first mainstream Hollywood directors to practice “lensemanship” as we know it today — although, to my knowledge, one of the first Hollywood movies that made regular use of forced perspective to heighten its story was Disney’s animated feature Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1938). Many other directors, notably, Hitchcock, Kubrick, and Kurosawa, made regular use of forced perspective before Spielberg started directing. But since the mid-’70s, when Spielberg’s style became the money style, it has become de rigueur for all mainstream Hollywood directors to force perspective.

Like camera movement, forced perspective should only be used to heighten the story. Using lenses in a manner that calls attention to itself, making the audience aware of the camerawork and taking them out of the story, is ultimately counterproductive. It weakens the overall impact of the film for all the same reasons moving the camera in a self-serving manner does. The best rule of thumb on the set of your first feature is to force perspective whenever possible, so your films come up to the visual standard of today. But make sure that such cinematographic enhancements always serve the story, and so remain invisible.

LENS SELECTION AS A JOINT RESPONSIBILITY BETWEEN DIRECTOR AND CINEMATOGRAPHER

You should understand the basics of lens selection in order to control the look of your movie. If you always leave the decision for which lens to use up to your DP, your movie will not look the same way on screen as it does in your head. The lens you use for a shot, along with the camera position/movement and composition, determine the look of the shot. You have to understand and control all three in order to control the look of your movie. But relax. Of the three, lens selection is by far the easiest to master, and once mastered, it can yield impressive results. A little understanding goes a long way toward the goal of putting a distinctive personal stamp on the visual aspect of your film.

Most of the professional DPs I have worked with put up some form of resistance to my coaching them on lens selection. Some are polite or lighthearted about it and some are downright ornery. The message is always the same, whether it’s given jokingly, in the spirit of cooperation, or meant to have the same effect as the brittle crack of a rattlesnake’s rattle. What all these cameramen are saying is “You’re out of your territory Mr. Director, so watch your step!” Take your DP’s resistance in stride. Understand that you are sort of treading on his turf. One step further and you would be questioning his selection of the f-stop.

The DP has to work with the director on the camera blocking because camera blocking is dependent on actor blocking. But he doesn’t need you to pick the lens and set the f-stop. He would just as soon do this on his own. That way the look of the film is solely an expression of his artistry. When you start to meddle in lens selection, you are working on the DP’s canvas, but you must do this because the look of the film can help or hinder the telling of the story, and the story is your responsibility. In this crux lies the irony of the director/cinematographer relationship. It’s his canvas. He does the painting, but you tell him what to paint, and, in the end, you are held responsible for how the painting comes out.

Another factor in the equation that determines the chemistry of the director/cinematographer relationship is industry clout. If you are a first-time director and you have been intentionally teamed with a renowned cinematographer with a track record as long as the Nile, then you may consult with him on lens selection, but in the end, it would be politically savvy for you to defer.

Similarly, the pecking order on the set of every episodic TV series that I have worked on as a director places the DP above the director. Only the showrunner, the executive producer, the star, and (sometimes) the line producer can make him back down. The DP is usually handpicked by the star. The “look” of the show is his personal creation. All of the crew are his boys. He has been supporting them financially, carrying them from job to job, sometimes for twenty or thirty years. The DP is there every day, episode after episode, season after season, whereas the directors come and go, rotating on and off the show. Sometimes as many as six or seven different directors will be hired in the course of a twenty-plus-episode season. Compared to the DP, the director is just an interloper — a queen for a day.

This was never more clearly illustrated to me than when I heard Benny Colman, a DP whom I worked with on The Fall Guy, describe the time he had been obliged, in the course of a debate over lenses, to take the great Spielberg down a notch or two. Benny was an old, old-timer. He had started his career when movies were still silent, working on Tom Mix Westerns. In those days, the lenses used in American films were mostly made by Kodak and were measured in inches. Even though widespread use of American-made lenses died out after World War II, Benny still called all the lenses we used on The Fall Guy by their equivalent length in inches — just to remind everyone on the set that he had more than half a century of experience under his belt.

Benny was more than eighty years old, but he still fancied himself a dandy. He wore patent leather shoes that matched his pastel, double-knit leisure suits, and doused his thinning hair with so much Grecian Formula, it turned purple when backlit by a strong arc light. Any attractive actress who did not joyously submit to being kissed and hugged and politely felt up a half a dozen times a day by Benny, and did not respond to his avuncular sexual banter by matching it thrust for thrust, ran the risk of finding herself looking shockingly plain in her close-ups. He was very much old Hollywood.

Benny had been the DP on Marcus Welby, M.D. According to him, during his tenure, Spielberg, who started his directing career doing episodic TV at Universal, was hired to do a special one-hour episode of Welby. Prior to the shooting, Spielberg submitted a list of all the specialized camera equipment that he felt he would need to shoot the episode he envisioned.

“I took one look at that list and started crossing shit off!” Benny boasted gleefully one day when I was directing an episode of The Fall Guy. “I mean, that smart-ass kid had every trick lens in the F&B Ceco catalogue on that list . . . a 10, a retro focus 10, a 300, a 600, and on top of that, a hot-head, a steadicam, a Titan crane! You name it, he had it! And I crossed ’em all off. I mean, hell! If you can’t shoot it with a one-inch, a two-inch, or a three-inch, it ain’t a Welby!”

In the Tom Mix days, a one-inch was used for all establishing shots. The two-inch was used for all two-shots and the three-inch for all close-ups. By forcing the great Spielberg to shoot his Welby episode with these or similarly elemental lenses, Benny had deprived Spielberg of the instruments that he used to give his movies a different, more dynamic look, and ultimately, to transform the visual aspect of all mainstream films. But when it came to Marcus Welby, it was Benny, who had learned his tricks shooting Tom Mix movies, who knew better.

There is an interesting footnote to this story. According to another old hand in the editorial department at Universal, Spielberg’s Welby still had a more dynamic visual aspect than all other Welbys. In the end, the young film god in the making, although he was just a notch over twenty, had bent the crusty old lord of the manor to his will. My guess is that because Spielberg knew so much about lenses, and had stood up to the old curmudgeon, he probably had won his grudging respect and cooperation, so in the end, Benny willingly shot it Spielberg’s way.

The lesson in this little bit of Hollywood lore is that when you get your breakthrough gig directing, whether it is an episodic TV show like Marcus Welby, M.D., a low-budget indie feature, or a studio movie, if you are going to make sure that the finished product represents your best work, then, like Spielberg, you have to have a good command of lens selection. The DP, whether gently or aggressively, is going to challenge you in your attempt to wrest some of his absolute control over the look of the picture. The more you know about lenses, the more likely you are to succeed.

Remember, filmmaking is a collaborative medium. Put your DP’s knowledge and experience to work for you. Listen to his suggestions, and don’t nitpick. If he’s acting ornery, don’t ride him too hard. I generally leave the lens selection up to the DP on all shots except those that call out for a forced perspective or some other very specific look. I want the DP to take ownership of the film. He will do a better job if he feels like it’s his canvas. So let him do the painting. But know your lenses so you can talk to him and guide him while he paints. This way the picture will come out looking the way you envisioned it. If your DP is gifted, it may come out looking better than you envisioned. In either case, it represents your best work.

THE BASICS OF PERSPECTIVE

Lens selection is easy because, to the extent to which you need to master it in order to succeed as a director, you only have to fully understand two visual concepts: how “normal perspective” is altered by 1) a telephoto or “long” lens and 2) a wide-angle lens. Normal perspective doesn’t take much work to understand. Normal perspective is how objects in the foreground look in relation to objects in the background through the naked eye. If you were looking at three cows in a pasture, even though they are all the same size, the one closest to you, in the foreground, is going to look the largest. The one farthest away from you, in the background, is going to look the smallest (Figure 5.001). The one in the middle, or in the middleground, is going to look smaller than the one in the foreground and larger than the one in the background. This is how normal perspective alters the way things look the farther away from you they are. Size and distance are diminished as they recede into the background. If you’re shooting on 16mm film, the 25mm lens would give you this perspective. In 35mm film, the 50mm lens produces a normal perspective.
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5.001

Lenses for 16 cameras give you the same look as lenses for 35 cameras that are twice their length. For the sake of simplicity, and because historically feature films have been shot on 35mm film, from this point forward I am only going to refer to 35 lens lengths. If you want to translate this into lenses for 16 cameras, simply divide by two. When it comes to digital cameras, the numbers vary for reasons too complex to go into. Suffice it to say that lens length when shooting 35mm has become the common denominator — the lingua franca. If you want to communicate exactly what sort of look you want from a lens, refer to the lens length when shooting 35mm. Any DP who is worthy of being your partner in creating the visual design of your film should know exactly what you want. This is true now and will remain true for some time, even though everything is rapidly changing over from film to digital.

Unless some unusual aspect of the story demands it, the longest lens you would ever have occasion to use on the set of your breakthrough directing gig is a 300mm, and the widest lens is a 10mm. A 300mm gives you an ultra-telephoto look. This is the look of that common shot of the horse and rider galloping right at the lens across the desert, in which you see the heat wavering up off the desert floor, and the horse and rider ride and ride but never seem to get any closer; they always remain off in the distance, hanging, suspended in the middle of the frame. The 10 gives you a “fisheye” look: what you see through the peephole of a door. Okay, that’s it. Now you know everything you need to know about lenses. Almost.

The 300 and the 10 are the two extremes. Every other lens does what they do, except less so. If you fully understand what the extremes do, you can easily extrapolate what all the other lenses do. For example, anything shot with a 150mm lens will give you a telephoto look that is half as extreme as a 300. A 100mm produces a medium telephoto or medium long shot. A 75mm is slightly long. A 50mm, as we said, is normal. On the wide-angle end of the spectrum, a 20mm lens gives you a standard wide shot, a 30mm a medium wide shot, and a 40mm a shot more normal than wide. Now you know everything about lenses that you need to know. Well, not quite.

The best way to learn your lenses is to get hold of a digital camera and do all the camerawork on a bunch of films for yourself or your friends. If you hate cameras and don’t want to make a fool of yourself trying to play cinematographer, then, at least, get hold of a digital single lens reflex camera with a 12mm to 125mm zoom lens and shoot a couple of hundred images with it using as many different lens settings as possible. Even the worst technophobe shouldn’t be afraid to do this, because with the automatic exposure and focus functions on all digital cameras what you see is what you get. Then download your images onto your computer. Cull out the misfires and ponder the keepers.

If you do any of the above and study the results, you will give yourself a lesson in lens selection that is more complete, easier to grasp, and will stay in your brain longer than anything I could write in this book. Why? For the same reason that cavemen started drawing on walls: because a picture is worth a thousand words. By studying the look of what you shot with the long lens and seeing how it differs from normal perspective, and then looking at what you shot with the wide-angle and figuring out just how it differs from normal perspective, you will give yourself a powerful empirical lesson in how lenses change the perspective and alter the look of a shot.

EXTREME TELEPHOTO AND EXTREME WIDE-ANGLE VERSUS NORMAL PERSPECTIVE

Figure 5.004 shows you the normal perspective of a 50mm lens. The girl in the foreground, who is three feet tall (from the waist up), appears shorter than the truck in the middleground, which is 12 feet tall. The truck appears shorter than the smokestacks in the background, which are 100 feet tall. They diminish in size as they recede in the distance at the same rate that they would if viewed through the eye.

Figure 5.005 shows you the perspective of an extreme wide-angle lens. The girl looks taller than the truck and the truck looks taller than the smokestacks. This is because, when seen through an extreme wide-angle lens, foreground objects look bigger than they do to the naked eye, whereas middleground and background objects look smaller.

The wide-angle lens also forces the perspective so that all distances between the objects in the frame are expanded. The smokestacks in the background look smaller and farther away from the viewer than they would to the naked eye, and the girl looks larger and closer.

The three cows in the pasture when seen through an extreme wide-angle lens would look like Figure 5.002.

Figure 5.006 shows you the perspective of the extreme telephoto lens. The truck has grown in relation to the girl, as have the smokestacks. They all look to be about the same height. Extreme telephoto lenses use the telescopic properties of the lens to make both middleground and background objects look larger than they do to the naked eye. Because they are bigger they look closer. This is how extreme long lens shots radically compress the distance between objects in the frame. The middleground and the background both seem to be squashed together and forced into the foreground.

The three cows in the pasture when seen through an extreme telephoto lens would look like Figure 5.003.

To get the wide-angle forced perspective look of Figure 5.005 or the telephoto forced perspective look of Figure 5.006, the camera has to be moved in relation to the objects in the frame. To the naked eye, or when seen through a lens with a normal perspective, the girl seems smaller than the truck. To distort the size of the foreground object — the girl — to make it seem larger than the truck or the smokestacks, the camera must be moved closer to it.

Similarly, when using an extreme telephoto lens, the camera must be moved farther away from the foreground object in order to get the forced perspective look achieved by enlarging the middleground and background objects, and squeezing them into the foreground.

It is important to remember that the camera has to be placed extremely close to the foreground object in order to get a forced perspective wide-angle shot, and a good distance away from the foreground, middleground, and background objects in order to achieve a forced perspective telephoto look. Don’t go ahead and draw a storyboard of the shot, or put it down on your shot list, without asking yourself if you can actually position the camera extremely close to or extremely far away from the subject of the shot.

LENSES — FIELD OF VISION AND DEPTH OF FIELD

In addition to forcing perspective, wide-angle and telephoto lenses alter the look of a shot in two other noticeable and important ways: by affecting the field of vision and the depth of field. That means the lens you use can make what you see through the camera either very restricted and narrow as if you were looking through a tunnel, or very wide and all-encompassing, which is the way we see the world through our own eyes. The lens can also keep everything in the frame in sharp focus, or restrict the focus to one narrow plane in the foreground, middleground, or background. Before an aspiring director can become adept at lens selection, he must also understand these two other ways lenses change the look of a shot.

[image: ]

5.002

[image: ]

5.003

An extreme telephoto lens compresses what the camera sees from one side of the frame to the other. It seems to narrow the frame. In Figure 5.006, looking through a 300mm lens you can only see about a twenty-meter wide section at the back of the parking lot in which these photos were taken.

By contrast, the wide-angle lens widens what the camera sees from one side of the frame to the other. In Figure 5.004, looking through a 50mm lens with normal perspective, you would be able to see about a fifty-meter section of the parking lot running from one edge of the frame to the other. In Figure 5.005, looking through a 10mm, extreme wide-angle lens, you can see a section almost 200 meters wide through the middle of the parking lot.

Our eyes have almost 180 degrees of field of vision, so if you hold your hands up on either side of your face you can see both hands. In order to survive as animals in the jungle, human beings as a species developed good peripheral vision. In this way, the field of vision of our eyes is more like an extreme wide-angle lens, such as a 10mm, than a “normal” or a 50mm lens. The normal lens — the 50mm — looks just like what we see through our eyes when it comes to perspective. But when it comes to field of vision, the extreme wide-angle, such as a 10mm, looks more like what we see through our eyes. This is the one inconsistency in all the rules.

With an extreme wide-angle lens, the focus is deep. Usually it encompasses everything in the frame. In Figure 5.005, when seen through a 10mm lens, the image of the girl and the truck are hard-edged and sharp. The smokestacks are a little blurry, but this is because this photo was made immediately next to the ocean and there was a lot of moisture in the air. If shot in the desert with this lens, all three objects would be in sharp focus. With a normal lens, a 50mm, as in Figure 5.004, the immediate foreground is slightly out of focus, whereas the middleground and the background are in focus. With an extreme telephoto lens, the focal plane is squashed and narrow. Figure 5.006 does not give you a good idea of the limitations of the focal plane in most long lens shots, because Figure 5.006 was shot in bright daylight with a special split diopter filter, so that the girl, the truck, and the smokestacks would all be in focus. Without the diopter filter and in lower light levels, only one of the three objects could be held in focus (Figure 5.007). Figure 5.007 was shot with a 300mm lens, without the diopter filter, so only the girl is in sharp focus, while the truck and the smokestacks are a little soft. This is usually the case when using an extremely long lens. You usually have to pick if you want the foreground, middleground, or the background sharp and hard-edged, because ordinarily you can only get one of the three in sharp focus.

GENERAL APPLICATIONS OF DIFFERENT LENSES

General Applications of Field of Vision and Depth of Field

When trying to learn how lenses change the way things look through a camera it is often easiest to separate two of the ways lenses do this — field of vision and depth of field — from the third — perspective. This is because the first two work in ways that amplify each other whereas perspective has a more unique effect on the look of a shot.
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• WIDE-ANGLE LENSES — USE OF PROPERTIES DERIVED FROM FIELD OF VISION AND DEPTH OF FIELD

The different lenses lend themselves to different dramatic applications. Wide-angle lenses “see more.” Their depth of field and their field of vision are greater, which means when you use a wide-angle almost everything in the frame is in focus, and the frame is expanded on the right and left, top and bottom. These properties make the wide-angle the logical choice for an establishing shot — the shot that shows the audience everything it needs to know about the place where the scene that follows is going to unfold. When you want to see it all and it’s big — whether it is an outdoor location, the exterior of a building, or the interior of a room — and it has a couple or a couple of thousand people in it, then a wide lens, which is to say a 10mm up to a 20mm, is the lens of choice.

For example, Figure 5.008 — the Brooklyn Bridge — and Figure 5.009 — the city of Dobrovnik — were both shot with a 10mm fisheye lens. The subject was large and the wide lens was able to see all of it.
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Our eyes can also see all of something even if it is as vast as the Grand Canyon or as tall as the Empire State Building. As described above, we have about 180 degrees of peripheral vision so what we see through our eyes is more like a very wide-angle lens such as a 10mm, when it comes to field of vision, than the “normal” lens, the 50mm, which is normal because it is identical to what we see through our eyes in terms of perspective.

Because our eyes have as much field of vision as a wide-angle lens then the correct lens to use for a point of view (a POV) shot is the wide-angle. Figure 5.008 and Figure 5.009 were both shot with extreme wide-angle lenses and both images would work as a POV shot.

If you do a shot of a teacher in a classroom facing his students and then you want to cut to his POV, or what he sees, you would do the POV shot with a 10mm or 15mm lens. This way you would see all the students in the classroom, as the teacher does through his eyes. If you shot it with a 50mm, or normal lens, you would only see about a third of the room and the students. The shot would be too narrow from one side of the frame to the other.

• TELEPHOTO LENSES — USE OF PROPERTIES DERIVED FROM FIELD OF VISION AND DEPTH OF FIELD

The longer the lens, the less it sees. Telephoto lenses have limited field of vision, which means that when you use a telephoto lens it’s as if you were looking through a tunnel or a telescope. The frame is narrowed on the sides as well as on the top and bottom.

Because telephoto lenses see less, they lend themselves to close-ups and other tight shots of just one or two things. The shot can be tight on something big or small — a car driving down the road, a boat at sea, a beautiful girl’s face (Figure 5.010) a butterfly (Figure 5.011) or a hawk (Figure 5.012). The bigger it is, the farther away from the camera it must be, because the lens has such a narrow field of vision. You cannot fit an entire car or boat in a telephoto lens, front and back or bow and stern in the frame, if you are too close to it.
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Telephoto lenses are ideal for close-ups and tight shots, not only because it is difficult to fit much more than one object in the frame, but also because the focal properties of these lenses make it unlikely that anything else in the frame, apart from that object, will be in focus. So the lens itself focuses all attention on that single object. As explained above, the telephoto has a shallow depth of field. So if the single object in the shot is a car, a girl’s face, or a hummingbird, and the lens is focused in on the car, the girl, or the hummingbird, then that object will be the only thing in the shot in sharp focus, no matter whether the object is in the foreground, the middleground, or the background. Everything else will be a little soft or completely fuzzy. The subject of the frame seems to be picked out by the lens.

This is why a 300mm lens was used to shoot the photo in Figure 5.013. The narrow field of vision and shallow depth of field concentrate all the attention on the goalie. In the same way, the telephoto lens focuses all attention on the girl’s face in Figure 5.010, the butterfly in Figure 5.011 and the hawk in Figure 5.012.

General Applications of Perspective

So far, for the sake of clarity I have only described the way that things look different when seen through a wide-angle lens in comparison to a telephoto lens with respect to field of vision and depth of field. Now I will discuss how different lenses force or change perspective and how this makes them best for certain kinds of shots.

The rule of thumb that states that differences in depth of field and field of vision make wide-angle lenses best for establishing shots and telephoto lenses the lens of choice for tight shots holds true when it comes to the other most important characteristic of lenses: perspective.

As I stated above, ultrawide-angle lenses distort the image so it ends up looking like what you see through a peephole in a door. Everything seems bowed and bulbous, as if the image was plastered to half a transparent sphere about the size of a soccer ball and then held up to your face. With the camera at eye level, a twelve-foot high pillar, two feet wide, right in the middle of the frame, would seem to be just inches wide at the top and the base, but fat, bloated, and about five feet wide in the middle. This is the “fisheye” distortion of an ultrawide, 10mm lens.
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All lenses on the wide side of the spectrum up to 30mm distort perspective in the same way. These lenses do not flatter the human face or figure. A close-up of a beautiful woman’s face with a fisheye lens would make her look like the cow in Figure 5.014. Her nose would be huge; her ears would be tiny and would appear to be about a foot behind her nose. That is the extreme example, but all wide lenses have a hint of this same distortion and so should be avoided for close-ups of people, in particular, and anything else that would not be flattered by being made to look more rounded.

On the other hand, the compressed perspective of a telephoto lens — the way that it seems to marry the foreground, middleground, and background so all focal planes seem to be on top of each other — actually makes objects in the camera look thinner than they do to the naked eye. This is why the shot of the girl’s face in Figure 5.010 was made with a telephoto lens. Telephoto lenses diminish depth and therefore bulk. Because of this effect, these lenses lend themselves to close-ups and tight shots of the human face and body.
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The narrow field of vision and the compressed perspective of the extreme telephoto lenses make them good for shooting a space and making it seem packed with people or things. This was the logic behind shooting the image in Figure 5.015 with an 800mm lens. The congestion of jets on the runway is enhanced by the telephoto lens. The lens makes them look like they are on top of each other. This same approach is often used when shooting a crowd of people coming to the camera on a sidewalk. The sidewalk appears jammed with humanity.

The expanded, rounded perspective of the wider lenses lends itself to that which is geographical and architectural. Big, wide-open exterior spaces — vistas, if you will — are made to look more like vistas by the rounded distortion of the ultrawide lenses. Not all wide lenses come with the added “fisheye” distortion that bends the horizon and curves the lines of perspective, but most people actually find this look pleasing — perhaps because it suggests the curve of the earth such as in Figure 5.009. The fisheye look has become a sort of visual shorthand that says “big.”

Buildings and interior spaces — courtyards, rooms, etc. — take on added depth when shot with a wide lens. A 50mm lens with its “normal” perspective lends no distortion to interior spaces, but this can actually make such spaces appear slightly cramped and smaller than they are in reality. The wider lenses, with their more rounded perspective, seem to open interiors up and make them more livable and attractive. The added fisheye distortion gives a noticeable curve to all the architectural lines of a room or building, but this actually calls attention to that which is pleasing in the configuration of the lines in the space. This is why an extreme wide-angle fisheye lens was used to shoot Figure 5.008 of the Brooklyn Bridge.

Some may disagree with all the above. These are purely esthetic judgments, and so mostly a matter of taste. But almost all of the DPs whom I have worked with would back up everything said above.

HOW LENSES AFFECT MOVEMENT

Film is movement. The effect of lenses on movement in the frame is the most important part of the role they can play in shaping the look of your film. If a shot is not static — if there is movement in a shot — when selecting the right lens for that shot, you have to give the greatest weight to how that lens will affect the look of the movement. This is because, if you are watching a film, your eye focuses on and follows whatever is moving in the frame. You may be looking at the whole frame, but what your brain really sees is that which is moving.

Motion to the Lens or Away from the Lens — The Z-Axis

Let’s go back to the three cows in the field (Figure 5.001). This is how they would look to the naked eye or through a lens with a normal perspective — a 50mm. If a hawk were to fly into the frame, fly by the cow in the background, and then fly up to the cow in the foreground, and then over the camera, its movement (coming to the lens or away from the lens on the Z-axis of the frame) would seem normal — the same way it does to the naked eye. (See Figure 5.016.)
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Note: For the sake of clarity let me state that in this book motion in the frame to the lens and away from the lens, in other words, from the vanishing point on the horizon, up to and past the camera, is synonymous with motion on the Z-axis of the frame.

Now if the hawk were to make the same maneuver in a shot made with an extreme wide-angle lens — a 10mm — its movement (coming to the lens or away from the lens) would appear to be accelerated by the lens. The hawk is actually covering the same distance at the same pace, in the same amount of time. But, because of the distortion of the extreme wide-angle, as the hawk travels from the background to the foreground, it will go from being very tiny to being very large (Figure 5.017). As it passes through the foreground and out of frame by the camera, it will seem to explode in size and then vanish. This rapid change in size makes the flight when seen through the wide-angle as in Figure 5.017 seem faster than when seen through the normal lens as in Figure 5.016.

The ability of the wide-angle lenses to exaggerate motion on the Z-axis of the frame, from background to foreground, is one of their most useful and vivid properties. This makes the wide-angle a good lens for shooting action sequences.

If the hawk were to make the same maneuver in a shot filmed with the 300mm or extreme telephoto lens, its movement (coming to the lens or away from the lens) would be slowed down by the lens. Because of the distortion of an extreme telephoto lens, the three cows seem to be about the same size (Figure 5.003). So as the hawk flies from the cow in the background to the cow in the foreground (Figure 5.018), it will not seem to grow much in size. Again, it is covering the same distance at the same pace, but because its image in the frame grows imperceptibly, it doesn’t seem to make much progress on the Z-axis. Its motion in the frame is slowed. Even though its wings are flapping, it seems to hang in the same spot.
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5.018

This is how the extreme telephoto lens produces the classic shot mentioned earlier: the rider on horseback coming at the camera across the desert as the heat wavers up through the frame. The rider rides and rides but he doesn’t seem to get anywhere — because the telephoto lens diminishes progress on the Z-axis, and so seems to slow motion.

Remember, even though distance between the foreground and the background has been diminished by the telephoto lens, it seems to take longer to get from the back of the lens to the front of the lens, because movement has also been diminished and, as a result, progress on the Z-axis has seemingly slowed down. So the hawk flying from the cow in the background to the cow in the foreground (Figure 5.018) seems to be in the same place, but when viewed from an angle perpendicular to the camera (Figure 5.019) — a side view, if you will — it is actually making progress.
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5.019

Motion Across the Lens — The X-Axis

If the object in the frame is not coming toward the camera or moving away from the camera on the Z-axis, but crossing in front of the camera on the X-axis, across, or perpendicular to the lens, the wide-angle will seem to increase the speed of the object, provided — and this is key — the object passes close to the lens. The telephoto lens will also seem to speed up an object moving on the X-axis across the lens. But the two lenses do it in a different way.

With the wide-angle, such as a 10mm, it works the same way on the X-axis as it does on the Z-axis. Because of the way the lens distorts perspective, it will make the object in motion go from being very small when it is off to one side of the camera, camera left (Figure 5.020) to very large as it comes close to the lens (Figure 5.021 to 5.022). As it passes in front of the camera and the camera pans with it, it will stay large (Figure 5.023) but then as it travels off the other side of the camera (camera right) it will get very small, very fast (Figure 5.024 to 5.025). The object is going from being small to large to small, again, all very fast — faster than when viewed through the eye or shot with a normal or 50mm lens. In this way the extreme wide-angle seems to accelerate motion on the X-axis. The larger the object, the closer it comes to the lens, the greater the seeming acceleration. The very first shot in the video clip from the film Never Too Young to Die found on the Internet by following this link: http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html uses an extreme wide-angle lens to accelerate the motion of a truck across the X-axis of the frame.

With a telephoto lens, such as 300mm, motion across the lens works very differently than motion to the lens or away from the lens. For the reasons explained above, motion on the Z-axis, to the lens or away from the lens, seems slower. But the telephoto lenses seem to accelerate the motion of an object on the X-axis across the lens because of the way the narrow field of vision and shallow depth of field of the lens turn everything else in the frame except the moving object into eye candy.
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5.020
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5.021
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5.022
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5.023
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5.024
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5.025

As I described in Chapter 3, eye candy is generated mostly by motion blur. Without going into all the technical details, suffice it to say that you get motion blur when you move the camera past a static object or an object moving in a different direction or at a different speed than the camera. (See Chapter 2, Figure 2.001 to Figure 2.006, p. 12) The camera is moving with the van — at the same speed and in the same direction. So all the cars that the van passes will be wreathed in motion blur. Motion blur or eye candy energizes a shot and tells the audience that objects are in motion. The bigger, the brighter, the blurrier the objects the faster the motion.

To make this work using the example of the hawk flying past the cows, you would need more cows — fifteen in a row. Instead of shooting down the row of cows on the Z-axis from the nearest to the most distant, the camera would have to be off to the side — perpendicular to the row of cows — so they would be arrayed across the X-axis of the frame. And the hawk, instead of flying over the cows, would have to fly in front of their noses, between the cows and the camera (Figure 5.026). If the camera were fitted with an extreme telephoto lens, such as a 300mm, and the camera panned or dollied with the hawk as it flew on the X-axis from screen left to screen right in front of the cows, then the lens would accelerate the flight of the hawk. This appearance of acceleration is mostly the result of the narrow field of vision of the lens. The telephoto lens sees less from frame left to frame right so the hawk could fill the frame (Figure 5.027). And then as the camera pans left-to-right with the hawk from the first cow to the last cow, each cow’s head would appear frame right and then disappear very quickly out of left side of the frame (Figure 5.027). The way that the cows’ heads pop into frame, whip through the frame and disappear out the other side conveys speed. The bigger the brighter the objects passing through the frame, the faster they appear and disappear, and the more motion blur, the more eye candy, the more speed.

[image: ]

5.026
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5.027

The telescopic property of the lens — the way it distorts or forces perspective — also works to make motion on the X-axis appear faster. This telescopic property is going to enlarge the cows’ heads, as well as anything behind the cows or between the hawk and the camera. When the telephoto lens follows something in motion on the X-axis across the frame like the hawk, because it makes everything else in the frame bigger, the lens generates more motion blur, more eye candy, more speed. See Figure 5.028 to get a sense of how the telephoto lens when following an object in motion on the X-axis produces the illusion of great speed by adding motion blur to anything that object passes.
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5.028

Because the cows are albino cows, they are brighter and will generate more eye candy than if they were Black Angus cows. If the hawk were flying in front of a forest of trees, instead of the cows, this would generate more eye candy, because the trees have stronger vertical lines to them and the camera is panning or dollying horizontally. The trees will pop in and out of frame more dramatically and noticeably than the cows. This will make it seem like the hawk is flying faster. This effect is enhanced if you pack the frame with more predominantly vertical, bright objects. So if there were trees between the hawk and the camera (as well as behind the hawk) these trees would also pop in and out of frame and add to the motion blur, eye candy, and speed in the shot. Figure 5.029 to 5.033, taken from the scene from Jerry Maguire discussed at length in Chapter 3, illustrate how packing a frame with bright vertical foreground and background elements adds eye candy to a shot which tracks an object in motion across the X-axis of the frame. To view a video clip of this scene from Jerry Maguire go to this link on the Internet: http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html
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5.029
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5.033

Motion Across the Lens — The Y-Axis

Everything said above about motion on the X-axis across the frame is equally true for motion on the Y-axis from the bottom of the frame to the top of the frame.

So, stated simply, if an object is flying from the bottom of the frame to the top of the frame (or the top to the bottom) along the Y-axis you can accelerate the motion of the object if you shoot it with a wide-angle lens, provided the object comes as close as possible to the lens. So in Figures 5.034 to 5.037 as Spider-Man flies up the face of a skyscraper the camera tightens up on him and sweeps closer to the face of the building. The properties of the lens make Spider-Man and the building get bigger faster.

And you can also accelerate the motion along the Y-axis if you shoot it with a telephoto lens and pan or dolly with the object as it flies from the bottom of the frame to the top (Figure 5.038 to 5.042) or from the top to the bottom.

A GOOD WAY TO LEARN HOW LENSES AFFECT MOTION

If these seemingly contradictory properties of the extreme lenses have got you a little dazed and confused, a surefire remedy is at hand. Pick up that mini DV camera and go out and replicate the examples of the cows and the hawk. The easiest way to do this is to shoot a friend of yours riding a bicycle toward the camera down the sidewalk next to a row of cars parked at the curb. The parked cars will stand in for the cows and the bike for the hawk.

First, set up a shot that should replicate how the wide-angle lens can seem to accelerate motion on the Z-axis coming to or away from the lens. Have your friend ride toward you once and shoot him with the zoom lens at the widest setting. Make sure that he rides the bike right up to where you are with the camera and comes as close as possible to hitting the lens without actually doing so. This is necessary because the property of the wide-angle lens that enables it to make motion in the frame seem more rapid increases the closer the moving object gets to the lens. If you do it right, the bike should go from looking very tiny in the lens to very large as it passes by the lens. In this way it would represent the rapid movement of the hawk from background to foreground, when seen through a wide-angle lens.

Next, set up a shot that should show you how a wide-angle lens seems to accelerate motion on the X-axis when it crosses in front of the camera. Move the camera more out into the street, or up onto the sidewalk, so the bike can pass between the camera and the row of parked cars. This time have your friend on the bike start in the same place, ride up to where you are with the camera, and pass you. As he passes you, pan with him and shoot him riding off down the street, continuing past the row of parked cars. This should represent the way the wide-angle lens can seem to speed up motion on the X-axis across the lens. Your friend on the bike should go from looking very tiny when he starts, to very large as he passes you, to very small again as he rides off in the distance. In this way the bike will stand in for the truck in Figures 5.004 to 5.007.

Next, zoom the lens in to its most telephoto setting. If your camera has a teleconverter or doubler feature to make the lens setting twice as telephoto, then engage the doubler feature. Have your friend sit on the bike exactly where he passed by the camera when you shot him using the wide-angle setting. Walk away from him down the sidewalk until when you look through the camera back at him seated on the bike he fills the frame from top to bottom. Put the camera on a tripod to steady it. Have your friend on the bike note where he is on the sidewalk and tell him that is his end mark — where the shot ends. Then have him back up to where he started in both of the shots described above and ride the bike down the sidewalk toward you until he hits his end mark. (Because of the narrow depth of field of a telephoto lens, your friend may be out of focus at the beginning or the end of his ride.) This should approximate the way the extreme telephoto lens seems to slow the movement of an object coming to or away from the camera on the Z-axis.

Finally, with the camera on the tripod and still zoomed into the most telephoto setting, try to frame up a shot of your friend on the bike riding on the X-axis across, or perpendicular to the lens. Because of the telescopic properties of the lens you are going to have to be a good distance away from your friend on the bike. So the section of sidewalk he is riding on must run adjacent to a large open space in a park or an empty lot, and you have to be at the back of that open space, perpendicular to the sidewalk. Because he is traveling on the bike on the X-axis perpendicular to, or across, the lens, and because you are zoomed in as tight as possible on him, the vertical lines in the cars he rides past should appear on one side of the frame and disappear out the opposite side, generating motion blur and eye candy. In this way, the bike would stand in for the hawk flying in front of the cows or trees and reveal how the telephoto lens seems to accelerate motion on the X-axis across the lens.
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5.041
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5.042

A picture is worth a thousand words, and once you have something of yourself invested in those pictures, the way they have been altered by the extreme lenses will start to have meaning for you. In the end you should have a very effective tool for remembering how the properties of wide-angle and telephoto lenses affect movement in the frame. Yes, film is indeed movement. By altering the way movement appears in the frame, lenses offer a director yet another way to shape the medium of film to meet his artistic ends. So start now and learn your lenses if you want to become a filmmaker in the fullest sense.

CHAPTER 5 SUMMARY POINTS

● The best rule of thumb on the set of your first feature is to force perspective whenever possible, so your films come up to the visual standard of today. But make sure that such cinematographic enhancements always serve the story, and so remain invisible.

● Leave the lens selection up to the DP on all shots except those that call out for a forced perspective or some other very specific look. Have the DP take ownership of the film.

● Lens selection is easy because you only have to fully understand two things: (1) how the look of an extreme telephoto lens differs from the look of a normal, or 50mm, lens and (2) how the look of an extreme wide-angle lens differs from the look of a normal or 50mm lens.

● Unless some unusual aspect of the story demands it, the longest lens you would ever have occasion to use is a 300mm, and the widest lens is a 10mm. A 300mm gives you an ultra-telephoto look. The 10 gives you an extreme wide-angle look. The 300 and the 10 are the two extremes. Every other lens does what they do, except less so. If you fully understand what the extremes do, you can easily extrapolate what all the other lenses do.

● Extreme telephoto lenses make both middleground and background objects look larger than they do to the naked eye. This seems to compress distances in the frame. The middleground and the background both seem to be squashed together and forced into the foreground. The long lens also narrows the field of vision so the camera sees less from one side of the frame to the other. The focal plane is shallow, so only one part of the frame — background, middleground, or foreground — is in sharp focus. Therefore, extreme telephoto lenses “see less.”

● When seen through an extreme wide-angle lens, foreground objects look bigger than they do to the naked eye and background objects look smaller. This seems to expand distances in the frame. In addition, the field of vision is widened so the camera sees more from one side of the frame to the other. The depth of field is increased so generally everything in the frame is in focus. This is how wide-angle lenses “see more.”

● To get a wide-angle forced perspective look or a telephoto forced perspective look, the camera has to be moved in relation to the objects in the frame: closer for the wide-angle look and farther away for the telephoto look.

● The expanded, rounded perspective of the wide lenses lends itself to that which is geographical and architectural. Vistas look more expansive. Buildings and interior spaces seem more spacious and habitable.

● Telephoto lenses diminish depth and therefore bulk. Because of this effect, these lenses lend themselves to close-ups and tight shots of the human face and body.

● Film is movement. By altering the way movement appears in the frame, lenses offer a director yet another way to shape the medium of film to meet his artistic ends.

● If there is movement in a shot, then in order to select the right lens for that shot, you have to give the greatest weight to how that lens will affect the look of the movement.

● Wide-angle lenses accelerate motion on the Z-axis coming to the lens or away from the lens provided that motion passes close to the lens. Because of the way the wide lens forces perspective, anything in motion will seem to get much bigger (or much smaller) as it passes by the lens, and therefore seem to be moving faster.

● Telephoto lenses slow down motion on the Z-axis coming to the lens or away from the lens. Because of the way the telephoto lens forces perspective, anything in motion will hardly change in size as it approaches (or moves away from) the lens and therefore hardly seem to be moving.

● Wide-angle lenses accelerate motion on the X-axis across (or perpendicular to) the lens provided that motion passes close to the lens. In the same way that it speeds up motion on the Z-axis, the forced perspective of the lens will make an object in motion get bigger faster as it approaches the lens and smaller faster as it travels away from the lens.

● Telephoto lenses seem to accelerate the motion of an object on the X-axis across the lens because of the way the narrow field of vision and shallow depth of field of the lens turn everything else in the frame except for the moving object into eye candy. The bigger the brighter the objects passing through the frame, the faster they appear and disappear, the more motion blur, the more eye candy, the more speed.

● As soon as you have finished reading this chapter, you must go out and play around with telephoto and wide lenses and a camera. This is the only way to guarantee that you remember the principles of lens selection long enough to use them when you get your breakthrough directing shot.

FOR TEACHERS

In the last section of this chapter under “a good way to learn how lenses affect motion” I describe how a student can best solidify his understanding of this element of craft by using a simple point-and-shoot camera with a zoom lens to shoot a friend riding down the sidewalk on a bicycle. I suggest setting up and shooting four different shots.

These four shots can be given in class as an assignment. It would help if the students formed teams of two so that one can set up and operate the camera while the other one rides the bike and then they can reverse roles. If they all use the same piece of sidewalk as a location, this will not diminish the extent of their learning. The teacher can facilitate the learning process by finding a section of sidewalk near where the class meets that can serve as a common location for all of the separate projects. If the students all shoot in the same location it will be easier for them to compare their results with those of their classmates and deduce which techniques produced the best results. Without a doubt, the best way to learn how to use lenses is to use them and then study the results. This exercise will give the students a well-structured way to do that.


CHAPTER 6



BREAKING DOWN YOUR ACTION SEQUENCE

THE THEORY BEHIND STORYBOARDING AND PRE-VISUALIZATION

As I stated in Chapter 4, when you are directing an action sequence it is absolutely crucial that you and the stunt coordinator go to the location, prior to the shoot day, and work out how the stunts are going to be choreographed and where you are going to put the cameras. Otherwise, on the shoot day, the cast and crew stand around getting paid a lot of money to do nothing, while you and the stunt coordinator work through what you could have done on your own, ahead of time. Some stunt coordinators will demand that they be paid for such a prep day. This is money well spent.

Again, to make sure the stunts sell you have to:

1. Put the camera in the right place.

2. Put the right lens on the camera.

3. Get the right number of pieces (of coverage).

And until you are a big-name director and have an unlimited budget, the key to shooting a great action sequence is #3 — determining the crucial pieces. You will not have the time to shoot everything you might need. To make it great, you have to shoot just the very best pieces — the ones that make the action look the most dynamic — and keep moving. Otherwise you will not complete the day’s work.

This process of key shot selection is known as breaking down the action sequence. Once you have determined these crucial shots, you should memorialize your decisions by storyboarding the sequence. This entails sitting with an artist who does a rough drawing of what each one of these crucial camera setups will look like. To draw good storyboards the artist does not have to be a professional storyboard artist with a list of credits a mile long. He simply has to know how different lenses change the look of a shot, and understand the basics of how a sequence is shot from different camera angles, which are then edited together.

The good news is artists who have these skills are plentiful in most major film centers, such as Los Angeles or New York. These guys will gladly draw a hundred storyboards for $200 or a little more, because they are working as animators at places like Disney or DreamWorks, and they are bored out of their skulls. The best ones aspire to direct in animation or live action. If they draw your storyboards for you, they are getting paid to learn how to think like a director, so, in my experience, they are often willing to do quality work for bottom dollar. And the good ones love film and filmmaking. As artists, they are completely gonzo over how forced perspective can be used to make action seem more dynamic. They are aficionados of comics and graphic novels, so they usually need no coaching about how to draw your camera setups so the action in the frame comes to life. The very best ones understand filmmaking so thoroughly they can give you ideas for camera setups that might be better than ones you and the stunt coordinator have settled upon.

This was my experience with Doug Lefler, who drew the storyboards for the first music video I directed, Chicago’s “Stay the Night.” When he walked into the one-room, bullpen office of Limelight, the production company that made the video, he had never been paid to work as a storyboard artist. He thought he would have to audition for the job, so he brought a pad of blank storyboard cells. I spotted the pad, and walked up and asked him if he was the storyboard artist. When he said, “Yes,” I said, “Let’s get to work.” And so we did.

Soon after that, Doug started drawing storyboards for Sam Raimi. He did most of Raimi’s boards for the Darkman films, as well as Army of Darkness. On Army of Darkness, Raimi let him direct some second units. When Raimi started making the Hercules TV series in New Zealand, Doug became a second unit director on Hercules. He then directed the Xena pilot and a number of other TV shows, before being tapped by Harvey Weinstein and Dino Di Laurentis to direct a sixty million dollar, sword-and-sandal action film called The Last Legion. To say that Doug occasionally gave me a good idea about how to improve the action sequences he storyboarded for me would be a drastic understatement. I offer my experience with him as an example of how it is wise for a director to be open to creative suggestions from his storyboard artist.

As the digital age progresses, the tools for generating storyboards digitally are becoming more effective and easy to use. A director with good digital chops can generate his own rough boards using Frame Forge. The big-budget action films now even go one step beyond storyboarding and, before the start of production, prepare digital versions of their action sequences using graphic animation. This is known as pre-visualization.

Whatever the means used, it is crucial to produce a permanent visual version of everything the director and the stunt coordinator have agreed upon. Before the first stunt can be shot, these decisions must be communicated to every stuntman and every crew member. It would take many hours for the director and the stunt coordinator to do this verbally. But a picture is worth a thousand words, so if the sequence has been storyboarded all you have to do is distribute the storyboards, have a meeting to talk through them, and you are, for the most part, good to go. From the first shot on you can work as quickly as is humanly possible.

Even though, in the long run, this is a huge cost-saver, sometimes on a low-budget film the bean counters will not pay to have the stunts storyboarded. This is totally inane, and a classic example of stepping over dollars to pick up dimes. It is in your best interest to fight this decision as vigorously as you reasonably can without permanently alienating the higher-ups. Make the point that you do not have to hire an established storyboard artist and that an animator who understands filmmaking will gladly draw a hundred boards for $200. Even if it is a wall-to-wall action film, you could get all the action storyboarded for $1000, and save yourself at least $20,000 to $30,000 in time burned up on the set trying to use words — a very rough tool — to get the pictures in your head on film.

Furthermore, if you are shooting action, it is often most cost-effective to shoot two units. Shooting with two units is made much more feasible if you have storyboarded the sequence. This way, both units can literally work off the same page. With very little discussion, the work is precisely divided. Shots do not get dropped and the final product cuts together.

If the cinematographer can weigh in and lend his expertise to the process by which the stunts are storyboarded, this is a good thing, but it is not a necessity. A DP with serious action chops is going to have lots of good ideas. However, if you and the stunt coordinator know what you’re doing, and the DP knows what he is doing, then your ideas should mesh smoothly, and his contribution can be made on the set.

If the DP works on the storyboards, he should be paid for his time. So, when you are working low-budget, whether or not he is in the loop before the start of shooting is usually a budgetary concern.

STORYBOARDING IN PRACTICE — THE STORY IN STORYBOARDS

For a storyboard to do its job it has to record your thinking about how to:

1. Put the camera in the right place.

2. Put the right lens on the camera.

Since you only draw the boards you intend to shoot, then the story-boards, taken as a whole, tell you how to:

3. Get the right number of pieces.

The following set of storyboards was drawn for me by Doug Lefler in preparation for shooting the finale of my second feature film, Never Too Young to Die. These are not finished boards, but fairly rough. Doug generated them very quickly for bottom dollar, so he did not put as much care into the drawing as he would if he were working for a more mainstream production.

This part of the finale of Never Too Young to Die was a classic ambush scene. Throughout the entire film, the villain, Ragnar (played with gusto by Gene Simmons), has been trying to poison the water supply of the city of Los Angeles, so that he can hold the city up for ransom. To do this he needs a computer disc. The disc has been stolen from him by James Bond. We actually got George Lazenby to play Bond. (To avoid copyright infringement Bond was called Stargrove, but, with Lazenby in the role, he was clearly a Bond knockoff.) Early on in the film, Ragnar kills Bond off, but not before Bond has slipped the disc to his teenage son, Lance. Lance (John Stamos) has no idea that his father is James Bond. He is just an innocent, everyday kid, who happens to be the son of James Bond, with all Bond’s killer genes. When Ragnar and all of his dastardly henchmen start coming after Lance, the boy rises to the occasion and becomes the next Bond.

This was the story of the film, until the last act when Ragnar steals the disc back. Ragnar drives out to the reservoir to do his evil deed, with Lance in hot pursuit on a motorcycle. Ragnar runs out onto the dam that holds back the water supply and, using the all-important disc, he starts to set in motion the computer program by which the water will be poisoned. When he hears Lance coming on his motorcycle, Ragnar hides behind the elevator shaft that goes up the face of the dam. As Lance drives by him, Ragnar takes a crowbar and drives it into the spokes of the cycle. The bike goes down. Lance comes off the bike. The bike breaks through the railing at the top of the dam, and falls hundreds of feet to the canyon below, where it explodes. Lance almost follows it to his death, but catches himself and is left hanging there for dear life. This concludes the ambush portion of the finale. After this, they fight, and the stunt sequence continues on until Lance finally overcomes Ragnar and hurls him to his death.

Steven Paul, the producer, deserves most of the credit for this paint-by-numbers script. In my defense, I had next to no input on it. Paul and his brother, Stuart, generated the first couple of drafts, and then paid Lorenzo Semple Jr. a six-figure salary for a quick rewrite. Semple obviously left the highly derivative plot intact and just gussied it up a bit. Having written some great spy thrillers — The Parallax View and Three Days of the Condor, to name two — he certainly had the skills to make the script great. But it would have taken a monumental rewrite to make it great, the virtues of which would have been lost on Steven Paul, if not actively opposed by him. All Paul wanted was a knockoff of the Bond franchise, which he could call his own. If Cubby Broccoli had Bond, he would have Son-of-Bond.

Semple added one brilliant flourish. Since most of the Bond villains were kinky in one way or another, he made Ragnar a hermaphrodite. I tried to run with this, and camp the film up as much as possible. Unfortunately, the value of admitting that what we were doing was highly derivative by having fun with it, as has been done very effectively by films such as Shaun of the Dead, was just a little too sophisticated for Steven Paul to grasp. The movie he wanted was a straight-ahead Bond knockoff, so he constrained my efforts to camp it up. The final film was leavened by a few self-mocking moments, but they are few and far between.

Ragnar’s gender identification problems are why in the boards Doug Lefler drew for me, Ragnar sports a cape and stiletto high heels along with shoulder-length hair.

The stunt coordinator on this film, Kerry Rossall, and I decided that these camera setups were the very best ones to make this action sequence come to life. This is one specific action sequence and one specific set of boards, but the reasoning used to generate these boards can be applied to a wide array of action sequences in order to identify the essential camera setups. Nothing is more important when shooting action.

THE STORYBOARDS FOR THE AMBUSH FROM NEVER TOO YOUNG TO DIE

Here are the camera setups and the reasons why we selected them.

Board #1 — Figure 6.001

This is a high, three-quarter angle, shot with a wide lens. The high, wide three-quarter, as this shot is commonly known, is the classic establishing shot. The value of putting the camera at a three-quarter (or 45 degree) angle to the central object in the shot is that from this position you can see the front and one side of everything in the frame. If you have a means of getting the camera up in the air, then you put it up high looking down on the action. This way you can see the top of the central object(s) in the frame, as well as what surrounds it. The high, wide three-quarter literally sees more of whatever you are trying to establish. This is why I drew frame #1 looking down on Ragnar from a wide, three-quarter angle as he jumps out of the truck with his laptop and runs toward the dam. (Doug Lefler drew it, as I saw the shot and described it to him, but for the sake of convenience, from here on, I will resort to verbal shorthand, and say I drew the shots.)

Board #2 — Figure 6.001

This is a high shot, looking almost straight down. The motion is across the lens, so it would be made more dynamic if it was shot with a long lens. When I am explaining this shot to a classroom of students, I simplify the rationale behind the shot by first asking the class why I decided to do the shot as drawn, and then, before they can respond, I answer, “Because I could.” I then go on to explain the trick behind this question. The road out onto this dam — the Big Tujunga Canyon Dam, outside of LA — ran under the dam warden’s house. The house was surrounded on all sides by a balcony, so the dam warden could view the dam from a great variety of angles. To get shot #2 all I would have to do is point up to this balcony and tell one of the camera operators to carry a camera up to the balcony and get a top-down shot on Ragnar as he runs out onto the dam.

When you are shooting an action sequence and you see an easily accessible platform where you could quickly set up the camera and get a high, straight down shot by running the action underneath it, you do it.

● If you can quickly and easily put the camera in the air and shoot straight down, do it.

This is because, when you are shooting action on a budget, the camera is almost always at eye level or on the ground. You keep the camera at this level not so much by choice, but out of necessity. This way you can shoot faster and get more pieces. Putting the camera up in the air usually slows you down. It also generally requires a crane, which is expensive. So the default pattern is to keep the camera on sticks or on the ground. But this can become visually monotonous. It refreshes the eyes to suddenly switch from repeatedly looking at the action from eye level to looking at it from a bird’s-eye view. Hence, Board #2 is a straight-down shot.

Board #3 — Figure 6.001

The dam warden grew flowers in a ground-level flower box along the side of the road that led out onto the dam. I thought it would be campy and funny to see Ragnar express his determination to let no evil deed go undone by pulling up a large handful of these flowers as he ran by.

One of my rules when shooting action is:

● If you think you can get a laugh, go for it.

I have been often derided by producers, cameramen, stuntmen, and others for doing so. Usually I am told that a joke is not in keeping with the tone of a life-and-death action sequence. But I have found there is a very fine line between violence and comedy, and that you can usually cross it and cross back in a heartbeat, without diminishing the threat of the violence. If this were not the case, professional wrestling would not exist. The value in this is that it makes your stunt sequence distinctive and somehow unique. Every stunt you do has been done thousands of times before. However, if you put a slight comedic spin on it, you make it different and your own. This is the fundamental principle underlying the monumental success of Jackie Chan.
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The flower box was partially blocked in the straight down angle of Board #2, so I drew a second board of this action from a straight side angle in Board #3. Ragnar is moving across the lens, so it would best be done with a long lens, since the long lens accelerates motion across the lens.

Board #4 — Figure 6.001

This board is drawn as a straight down shot for all the reasons that Board #2 is a straight down shot. However, whereas Board #2 was intended to be a long lens shot, because the motion is across the lens and this would make it seem faster, Board #4 would best be shot with a wide-angle lens, because the camera pans up with Ragnar as he runs out onto the dam, thus revealing and establishing the location where the final action sequence was going to play out. If it is big and you want to establish all of it, use the wide-angle lens.

Board #5 — Figure 6.002

In Board #5 the camera is up in the air shooting almost straight down on Ragnar as he runs under the lens. I chose to put the camera in this position for the same reason as in the setup in Board #2 — because I could. An elevator shaft ran up the face of the dam, as can be seen in Board #4. The machine room at the top of the shaft was accessed by a metal staircase that ran up outside of the shaft. Board #5 is drawn shooting straight down on Ragnar from the top of this staircase.

Because the action is across the lens, ordinarily it would be shot with the long lens. But the long lens would make the bottom of the dam seem closer and therefore diminish the depth of the drop. Since this ambush would end with the hero, Lance, almost falling off the edge of the dam, I wanted to emphasize the depth of the drop. That would best be done with a wide-angle lens. So I split the difference between the two lenses and drew this setup as if it were to be shot with a “normal” — 50mm — lens.

Board #6 — Figure 6.002

In this shot Ragnar is depicted going down on his knees with his laptop in front of him on the balcony that girded the elevator shaft. This is the best camera position for this piece of the ambush because:

1. It does a good job of showing the audience what Ragnar is doing.

2. It reveals that this building has a front and side to it, and so by positioning himself on the back side of it, Ragnar will be hidden from Lance when Lance follows him out onto the dam.

Therefore it is crucial to shoot this setup from a three-quarter angle to the elevator shaft. The three-quarter angle puts the camera on a diagonal, at 45 degrees to the subject, thus revealing that there is a back side to this elevator shaft, behind which Ragnar can hide and ambush Lance.

Board #7 — Figure 6.002

The purpose of this shot was to generate suspense by making it clear that Ragnar was just a few minutes away from succeeding in poisoning the water supply. This was the message revealed on the screen of his laptop: “Detonation Program Complete. Thank you. Time remaining 3:00.” Having launched my directing career by shooting inserts for a number of episodic TV series at Universal, I knew that the only way the audience could read the type of this message on the screen, and feel the imminent danger, was if the shot was much tighter than what is drawn in Board #7. It would have to be framed up within the borders of the screen of the laptop. But to cut from the shot in Board #6 to a shot inside the frame of the computer screen would have been disorienting, and felt like a jump cut. This made it necessary to shoot the shot drawn in Board #7. It would serve as an intermediate-size bridge piece to get to the money shot — the shot framed up within the screen of the laptop.

There was no need to draw the tighter money shot, since the science of putting a computer screen inside a movie screen is as complicated as putting the square peg in the square hole. A chimpanzee could do it.
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Board #8 — Figure 6.002

Having given the audience the visual data needed to convince them that Ragnar was on the verge of succeeding at poisoning the water supply of the city of Los Angeles, I decided that the best way to tell the story was to introduce the possibility that Lance might be able to stop him. This is the purpose of Board #8. It reveals that Lance has arrived on the scene. He is shown driving his motorcycle past where Ragnar parked his truck. This orients the audience as to exactly where the hero is in relation to the villain. Lance can drive out on the dam on his motorcycle, so, in real time, we are now seconds away from the moment of truth.

Board #8 is drawn as a ground-level, extreme wide-angle shot. This is the cheapest, easiest way to sell a motorcycle run-by. You throw the camera on the ground and tell the stuntman to drive as close to it as he can without hitting it. Since the wide-angle lens accelerates motion as it passes by the lens, this camera position and lens selection produce a high-energy shot that is fast and easy to do.

You can usually put an operator on the camera for such a low, wide shot. But, if there is any chance the stuntman might lose control of the bike, the camera is placed in a metal box — a crash housing — to protect it, and the housing is then positioned carefully on the ground, using sandbags.

Board #9 — Figure 6.002

Board #9 is the same setup as Board #7. It would be shot at the same time, or immediately after shooting the setup in Board #7. The camera is in this position, because from here it can best tell the story by revealing that, after setting the detonation sequence in motion, Ragnar suddenly detects the sound of Lance’s motorcycle, and is alerted to his approach. As I explained in Chapter 3, in any scene the center of the drama is in the eyes of the person who is talking or carrying the scene. Board #9 is drawn in this position to catch the look in Ragnar’s eyes.

Board #10 — Figure 6.003 and Board #11 — Figure 6.003

Board #10 was drawn intentionally to show that this shot is identical to the shot in Board #2 and would be done immediately after the shot in Board #2. Similarly Board #11 was drawn to reveal that this setup is the same as the setup in Board #4 and would be shot immediately after that setup. This is because when you are shooting action on a budget, you save time and money if:

● After you have carefully set up a shot, putting the camera in the right place with the right lens on it, you then stage every piece of action in front of that camera that you think you might need.

It takes from fifteen minutes to a half an hour for the camera operators and assistants to prepare the camera for the shot, but it only takes a minute or two to run another piece of action in front of that camera. In the interest of generating the maximum number of pieces in the minimum amount of time, it makes sense to double up (or even triple up) on every setup. Once the camera or cameras are in place, stage every piece of action you can think of in front of them before moving on.

Board #12 — Figure 6.003

Board #12 was drawn intentionally to show that this setup is identical to the one drawn in Board #6. To save time the action in this frame — Ragnar jumping to his feet and hiding himself from view — could be shot with the same lens from the same position as Board #6. What is crucial in both these shots is to reveal that when he is standing on the balcony behind the elevator shaft, Ragnar cannot be seen by Lance, as Lance drives out on the dam.

Board #13 — Figure 6.003

This board is drawn as a tie-in shot — a shot that shows two or more of the players in a stunt sequence in the same frame. In Board #13 you can see both Ragnar hiding and Lance approaching. I ordinarily avoid tie-in shots. My rule of thumb on tie-in shots is:
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● When you are shooting a chase or any action sequence that unfolds over an expanse of terrain, you avoid shooting tie-ins, especially if you are working low budget.

For reasons that I explain in the following chapter (see page 132), tie-ins are usually more trouble than they are worth. You get more good pieces in less time if you shoot each player in a separate setup and then cut back and forth between the players to give the impression that they are chasing each other or involved in same action sequence.

I broke my own rule in the case of Board #13 because it depicted the kind of event in an action sequence that makes it worth the time and trouble to shoot a tie-in. Specifically,

● It is worth the trouble to shoot a tie-in to establish or re-establish the spatial relationship between the participants in an action sequence.

In this case, the tie-in acts as a sort of master and establishes the geography of the chase or action sequence. Board #13 (Figure 6.003) established the geography of the ambush at the dam by showing that Lance could not see Ragnar, and so, the farther Lance drove out onto the dam, and the closer he got to Ragnar, the greater the likelihood that Ragnar could successfully ambush him.

Board #14 — Figure 6.003

The shot drawn in this board is all about the eyes. Ragnar has suddenly spotted something, off camera, camera right, and he is directing his attention at it. This is drawn as a full frontal close-up, because, as I explained in Chapter 3, the frontal close-up “sees more eyes.”

Board #15 — Figure 6.004

Board #15 is an insert. An insert is a tight shot that usually reveals some small crucial detail or bit of action. In almost all inserts you do not see an actor’s face. Instead you focus on some part of his body — a wound, for example — or what he is doing with his hands, like pulling the pin of a grenade. When shooting inserts there are two important criteria that must be met:

● They should be easy to read, which is to say, the audience should be able to immediately understand what they are looking at.

● They should cut smoothly into the overall action.

The camera setup in Board #17 is drawn to meet these two criteria. The shot is tight enough so the audience will be able to see at a glance that Ragnar is reaching for a crowbar hanging from a bracket on the side of the elevator shaft. Ragnar will initiate the motion of reaching in the preceding Board #14. This reaching motion will be continued and completed in Board #15. By cutting on this action the editor will be able to make a smooth, seamless edit.

The significance of Board #15 and its importance in the overall sequence cannot be over-emphasized. This is where the ambush actually starts. The insert in Board #15 instantly and effectively makes the danger real and imminent. For this reason, in the final sound mix of the film, the ominous music signaling the instant escalation of the threat level started with this shot.

And yet, of all the shots depicted thus far in this action sequence, the insert in Board #15 was, by far, the fastest and the easiest to do. Because inserts are tight shots on small, simple motions, like reaching for a crowbar, they can be quickly framed up, rehearsed, and shot. They usually require little or no lighting. They are cheap pieces — the cheapest you can get. Therefore:

● When you are doing an action sequence on a budget, you should shoot every possible insert you can think of.

Because, as I explained in Chapter 5, when it comes to action, the more pieces you have, the more energy you can pump into the action in editorial. Shooting every insert you might use will help you get the maximum bang for every buck you have in the budget.

So, if you are shooting a car chase, you should shoot an insert of everything the driver does to drive the car: brake, accelerate, shift, and steer. You can also do a tight shot on the speedometer. A camera operator, working with one assistant and an extra, can do all of these shots on a soundstage in about an hour and a half. That comes out to twenty minutes per shot. The shot in Board #15 probably took no more than twenty minutes to knock off. And yet it generates almost as much suspense and has as much importance in this ambush sequence as Board #23, which probably took at least ninety minutes to set up and execute, because it involves a semi-dangerous stunt that was shot with multiple cameras. Inserts can be as powerful as any shot, and yet, they take about one-fifth as much time to do. So, shooting all the inserts you might use is a very wise strategy.
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Board #16 and Board #17 — Figure 6.004

The purpose of Board #16 and Board #17 is to telegraph to the audience that Lance is, unsuspectingly, falling into the trap set by Ragnar. The audience knows there is danger and knows where it is, but the hero does not, and the hero is unwittingly moving closer and closer to the danger. Such moments use the narrative device of dramatic irony to jack up the level of suspense in a film. Dramatic irony works by making sure the audience knows more than the characters in a film. It taps into our natural, human response to want to intervene on the side of those we identify with when they are facing peril. So the story is best told by prolonging this moment of suspense for as long as possible. Board #16 and Board #17 would ideally serve this purpose.

I drew Board #16 to be shot with an extreme wide-angle lens directly behind Lance and Board #17 to be shot with an extreme wide-angle looking up at Lance through the handlebars of his motorcycle, because I knew I could put a small, lightweight 35mm camera, known as an Imo, in these positions. When the stunt coordinator and I had visited the dam and laid out this sequence, he had told me that our key grip owned the camera mounts with which we could mount an Imo camera in the positions depicted in Board #16 and Board #17. In these two instances, the look of the shot was largely determined by where the mounts could be attached to the motorcycle. Practicality also dictated the lens selection. It was absolutely necessary to use an extreme wide-angle lens, because the cameras mounted in these positions would be subjected to a great deal of vibration. The wide-angle pushes objects in the frame into the distance by making them smaller. So it dampens down vibration because the up-and-down motion of the lens is less noticeable against the smaller, more distant objects in the frame.

Mount shots are a great tool for the low-budget action director. With the small expense needed to double vehicles and mount cameras he can add a monumental amount of production value and visual energy to a chase sequence.

I also drew the shot in Board #17 because I knew John Stamos could actually drive the motorcycle with the Imo mounted on the front fork. This made this setup an extremely valuable shot, which I knew I had to get to make this action sequence come to life.

When you are shooting an action sequence, you must make a concerted effort to shoot tight shots on the “real-ies,” the actual actor, in this case, John Stamos, going through the same motions as the stuntmen.

The stunt sequence is only exciting if the audience truly fears that the good guy(s) is really in danger of being defeated or even killed by the bad guy(s). The best way to make this danger real is to keep showing the actual faces of the actors in close-up going through the motions required to do whatever is being done in the stunts. In a stunt sequence, as in a dramatic sequence, the center of the drama is in the eyes — in particular the eyes of the real-ies. The shot that shows the most of the eyes is the frontal close-up — the closer the better. When shooting an action sequence, it is easy to get carried away shooting wide shots with the stunt doubles because these shots convey the power of the stunts. But this is not enough. You have to keep shooting tight shots of the real actors. This keeps the action an integral part of the story of the film and prevents it from becoming a dehumanized spectacle, the outcome of which the audience cares very little about. Therefore it is absolutely necessary to:

● Put the real-ies in the action as much as time and money allow.

The importance of this cannot be over-emphasized. The setup in Board #17 gave me a good frontal close-up on Stamos and did an excellent job of conveying what his character, Lance, is feeling as he hunts for Ragnar, but in so doing, falls into a trap.

If you require an absolute confirmation of the importance of shooting close-ups on the real-ies, rent a DVD of your favorite action film and go through the stunt sequences with an eye for how many times you see the actual actors’ faces throughout the sequences. You will find that the shots on the real-ies are frequent and continuous.

The shot in Board #17 — Figure 6.004 — is also an extremely valuable shot because it is a neutral shot. It is neutral because the only background visible is the blue sky above Lance’s head. The look of the sky behind Lance is not going to change if Lance is five feet or five miles away from Ragnar. So, this shot can be dropped in editorially anywhere in the sequence and it will fit. This makes it valuable for two reasons. First, you can cut to it repeatedly and use it to prolong the suspense. And, second, you use it as an editorial bridge to cut around the weaker moments in the action.

The value of a neutral shot such as the one depicted in Board #17 — Figure 6.004 — is borne out by the fact that, even though in this pre-visualized storyboard version of this ambush I anticipated cutting to it twice, in the final edited version of the film it was used five times.

Board #18 — Figure 6.004

The shot in Board #18 is the same as that depicted in Board #13 and it was intended to be used in the same way — to generate suspense by showing Lance proceeding gallantly ahead, unaware that he is on the verge of being ambushed by Ragnar. As explained above, through the use of dramatic irony, this would draw the audience deeper into the story and make them actually fear for Lance’s safety.

This shot would best be done with a 50mm lens or longer. The use of the long lens would slow Lance’s motion coming toward the camera and make him seem to hang suspended in the frame. This would prolong the moment of truth and add to the suspense.

Board #19 — Figure 6.004

Board #19 depicts the moment of truth. Ragnar strikes by driving the crowbar into the spokes of Lance’s motorcycle. Without a doubt, this is the best angle for this shot, because it makes the violence and danger seem real, whereas in fact, they were faked. From this angle behind Ragnar, the stuntman doubling him can make a powerful thrust forward with the crowbar and it will seem to go into the spokes of the motorcycle, but the stuntman will actually pull up short of the spokes.

Board #20 — Figure 6.004

This board depicts an insert of the crowbar going into the spokes of the motorcycle. The shot illustrates another key way that inserts are useful in action sequences. Inserts can enable you as a director to fill in a missing piece in the action by using a tight, controlled environment to shoot something that would be dangerous or impossible to do in a live action stunt.

It was absolutely necessary to shoot this tight shot of a rubber crowbar being thrust into the spokes of the rear wheel of Lance’s motorcycle. If we had only done the shot in Board #19, it would not have been believable that Ragnar had actually done this. The danger would not have seemed real. The suspense would have been diminished.

Board #20 is a three-quarter angle from slightly above the rear wheel of the motorcycle. The three-quarter angle gives depth to the shot and reveals that the rubber crowbar actually went between the spokes. The tight frame and downward angle conceal the fact that nobody was driving the motorcycle, but instead it was being pulled through the frame by a pair of grips.

Board #21 — Figure 6.005

This is the same shot I drew in Board #17. I included it as a visual reminder to follow the rule stated above and:

● Put the real-ies in the action as much as time and money allow.

In this shot, Lance is depicted losing control of the motorcycle. To make the audience believe that this was actually happening, I needed to be in a tight shot on the real-ie — in this case John Stamos — in order to show the look on his face, and, in particular, the fear and confusion in his eyes.

To get the shot, I instructed Stamos when he actually drove the motorcycle with the Imo camera mounted on the front fork to throw his body from one side to the other to simulate the motion of losing control. When we did the shot, because Stamos was in complete control of the bike, his simulation actually looked quite phony (see Figure 6.008 to 6.012).

This is usually the case with such simulated shots on the real-ies. For this reason, the actors, who tend to be insecure by nature, will sometimes refuse to “go through the motions” in this way. What they are actually afraid of is looking silly in front of the macho stuntmen and crew. Rather than admit this, they will rationalize by refusing to do the shot, because “it will never match” what the stuntmen do. You must patiently and firmly refuse to let them get away with this. These tight shots on the faces of the actors at these moments of danger are absolutely crucial to the success of the finished piece, and you must fight for every one of them.

Boards #22, 23, and 24 — Figure 6.005

These three boards were drawn to depict how I planned to shoot the actual stunt of the stuntman “laying down” the motorcycle. I anticipated that I would be able to shoot this stunt simultaneously with three cameras. The shots in Board #22 and #23 would be done with an Arriflex and operated, whereas the shot in Board #24 would be done with a locked off Imo in a crash housing.

Such a plan to shoot a stunt with a couple of operated cameras and any number of locked-off Imos in crash housings is the most reliable and efficient approach. In particular, when doing car or motorcycle stunts, if it involves any real danger, you want to minimize the actual number of times the stuntman or stuntmen have to drive the stunt. Therefore, you shoot it with as many cameras as you reasonably can. This saves time and money. Every time a stuntman does something dangerous he is paid an adjustment, which is a specific dollar amount on top of his day rate. Whoever is writing the checks will expect you as the director to keep down the number of adjustments. Equally important, every time danger is involved, it takes time to set up the shot. The stuntman should not be rushed. And the cameramen need to make absolutely sure they get a good shot. Generally speaking, when you are working on a low-budget production, if you have to drive the stunt twice, then you have screwed up. Your goal should be to do it well the first time and move on.

Shooting low budget, you rarely have enough money to shoot with more than two operated cameras. Good operators are expensive. This tends to limit their number at two.
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The assistant cameramen, in addition to loading and unloading all the cameras, do most of the work of setting up the unoperated, “locked-off” Imos in crash housings. Added Imos require added assistant cameramen. This tends to limit the number of Imos that can be used effectively at three.

To shoot a shot with multiple cameras you have to make sure the cameras do not see each other. If they do see each other, it should be at moments that can be easily edited out. In the case of Boards #22, 23, and 24, the most efficient way to decide where to put the three cameras would be to start by determining the location of the one camera that could not be moved — the camera that would shoot the shot in Board #23, and then adjust the other cameras accordingly.

The reason the camera in Board #23 could not be moved was because it was at the top of the staircase that ran up outside the elevator shaft and led to the machine room at the top of the shaft. Doug Lefler drew this exterior staircase in Board #16. An operated camera shooting down from this spot, twelve feet above the top of the dam, would get a great shot of the bike being laid down, because it could show the entire length of the stunt — the bike going down and the stuntman sliding along on his back behind the motorcycle. In this case, the motion would be across the frame, or more accurately, from the bottom of the frame to the top, so the motion would be accentuated and the shot energized if it was shot with a long lens. However, as with Board #5 above, the long lens would make the bottom of the dam seem closer and therefore diminish the depth of the drop. It was important to see the depth of the drop in order to show the audience that Lance, having been knocked off his bike, was in danger of falling to his death. The depth would seem greatest with a wide-angle lens. So I split the difference between the two lenses and drew this setup as if it were to be shot with a “normal” — 50mm — lens.

Since the shot in Board #23 could only be done in one spot, the two other cameras used to simultaneously shoot the bike lay-down had to be positioned so the three cameras would not see each other. To this end, the cameraman who would shoot the shot drawn in Board #22 would make certain that his camera was just out of frame at the bottom of the shot depicted in Board #23. Similarly, the camera that would shoot the shot in Board #24 would be carefully positioned so that it would still be out of frame at the top of the shot depicted in Board #23.

Board #22 would be shot with an operated camera, since it would require a slight right-to-left pan. To accentuate the motion of the motorcycle, the camera would be placed at the same height as the axles of the motorcycle, and the stuntman would try to drive as close to the camera as he could without hitting it.

Board #24 would have to be shot with an Imo in a crash housing, because of the very real chance that the bike could hit the camera. The lens used would be a wide-angle to accentuate the right-to-left motion of the bike and rider as they slid by the camera.

Board #25 — Figure 6.005

This board is the first of the series that shows the motorcycle going over the edge of the dam and falling the full height of the dam, before smashing to pieces on the rocks below. This series of shots graphically establishes the full extent of the danger now facing the hero, Lance. If the motorcycle goes off the edge and smashes to bits on the rocks below, then Lance is next. Only a small miracle or a last-minute circus-act catch is going to prevent him from falling to his death. If shot properly, this should produce a moment of intense suspense for the audience and add to the excitement of the film.

Unlike all the other shots in this sequence, when I drew Board #25 with Doug Lefler, I had not previously planned out with the stunt coordinator and the DP how I was going to do the shot. So there is no lesson to be extracted from this board. It was only drawn as a placeholder to signify that we needed to shoot this piece of the action.

Figures 6.013 to 6.015 are frame grabs from the shot we actually did. To get this shot we positioned the camera so the lens was about two feet in the air, straight above the very tip of the arrow drawn in Board #25, pointing down so the camera could see over the lip to the drop below. This sold the height and the danger of the fall. Then the grips laid the bike on its side and shoved it out over the edge under the lens of the camera, without dropping it. We used a 50mm lens. A wider lens would have made the drop seem greater, but the expanded field of vision of the lens would have also revealed the grips holding on to the motorcycle, just out of frame, camera left.
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Board #26 and Board #27 — Figure 6.005 and 6.006

These two boards were drawn to show the motorcycle falling from a great height. As it turned out, we only did the shot in Board #27. It accomplished the desired result of showing the motorcycle falling, and it was by far the easier shot to do, because it could be shot from the top of the dam. Whereas getting the shot in Board #26 would have required the additional time needed to send a camera assistant down the elevator to the bottom of the dam in order to set up an Imo in a crash housing.

Had we actually done the shot in Board #26, the best lens for this shot would be an extreme wide-angle 10mm lens. This would make the top of the dam seem very far away and the height of drop immense. It also would help sell the moment right before the impact. If the bike landed right next to the camera, the forced perspective of the lens would make the bike get very big, very fast. It would seem to be immense and very fast-moving, which would make a powerful shot.

Putting a camera in a crash housing where you think it is going to be hit is more responsible than it sounds. The actual odds of a direct hit are very small. The Imo is the cheapest of all 35mm cameras. The housing offers excellent protection. And with every near miss you get a great shot.

The perspective of Board #27 is closer to that of a 50mm or normal lens. The decision to use a 50mm was governed by the fact that I only had one dummy bike to throw off the dam. Because I could do the shot only once, I wanted the shot to be good from beginning to the end. If I had used a wider lens, the drop would have seemed greater, but the forced perspective of the wide lens would have made the bike get very small, very fast. So small that the shot would only have been truly dynamic right at the beginning, when the bike went by the lens. Furthermore, the height of the dam was great enough to make the drop seem terrifying even when shot with a 50mm.

Board #28 — Figure 6.006

The shot in Board #28 was drawn to show how I intended to use a telephoto lens to accentuate the motion of the bike in the middle of the drop.

When filming an object flying through the air, whether a cannonball, a car, or a jumbo jetliner, the telephoto lens is generally the lens of choice, because it enhances the speed of the object in mid-flight when it is traveling across the frame at a distance from the camera. The wide-angle lens is best at the moment of take-off or landing when the object is launched or lands right next to the camera.

The wooden forms used to construct the dam had left a crosshatch pattern in the concrete face of the dam. The telescopic properties of the long lens would enlarge this pattern and seemingly bring it closer to the falling motorcycle. As the operator panned vertically with the motorcycle down the face of the dam, the horizontal lines in the pattern would pass rapidly through the frame and energize the shot.

I drew Board #28 so that the shot lasts until the moment when the bike hits the rocks and breaks into pieces. This was because the telescopic properties of the lens would keep the bike large in the frame and make the impact appear dynamic.
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Board #29 — Figure 6.006

This board was drawn to show what the shot in Board #26 would look like at the moment of impact. As I stated above, when shooting an object traveling through the space, such as the motorcycle, it is a good plan of action to try place a “locked-off” camera in a crash housing with a wide-angle next to the spot where the object comes down. This was why we drew the board. But we ultimately decided not to shoot this setup (it is the same as the setup in Board #26) because it would have been too time-consuming to go down the elevator to the bottom of the dam to set up an Imo.

Had we done the shot, the forced perspective of the lens will make the object get very big, very fast right before the moment of impact. If the impact occurs close to the camera, the lens will also seem to accelerate the speed at which the pieces of the motorcycle are propelled outward from the point of impact.

Board #30 — Figure 6.006

The purpose of the shot in Board #30 was to show Lance going over the edge of the dam, headed for disaster. Like Board #25, and unlike all the other shots in this sequence, when I drew Board #30 with Doug Lefler I had not previously planned out with the stunt coordinator and the DP how I was going to do the shot. So there is no lesson to be extracted from this board. It was only drawn as a placeholder to signify that we needed to shoot this piece of the action.

Figures 6.016 to 6.018 are frame grabs from the shot that we actually did. To do this shot the operator hand-held the camera about three feet off the ground, looking down over the edge of the dam, and the stuntman simply rolled under the camera toward the lip, while the operator swung the camera over his body. The tighter frame made the movement of the stuntman’s body dynamic. The use of a medium wide-angle lens looking down into the canyon below made the drop seem precipitous and the danger great.

Board #31 — Figure 6.007

This board and the two that follow, #32 and #33, answer the question posed by all the boards from #25 on, specifically: “If the motorcycle goes over the edge of the dam and falls from a great height, breaking to pieces, will the same fate befall Lance, when he goes over the edge?” The early boards pose the danger to the hero, hopefully generating suspense. Boards #31, #32, and #33 relieve that suspense by showing Lance catching himself at the last moment.

Board #31 captures the actual moment when Lance saves himself from falling to his death. In this he proves his heroic stature. I knew if I did not show this to the audience — if I simply skipped from Board #30 to Board #32 — I would have omitted the actual moment of truth, and thereby made the fortunate result seem staged, and not believable or earned. However, Board #31 would seemingly require that I hang a camera or a cameraman twenty feet below the lip of the dam, hundreds of feet above the bottom of the canyon. Fortunately, when I scouted the location in preparation for drawing these storyboards, I discovered that, at the farthest edges of the dam, the drop from the road along the top of the dam to the canyon walls beneath was not more than ten feet. If you look at Board #4 and imagine that you were standing on the road along the top of the dam right where Doug Lefler drew the number 4 with a circle around it, you could jump from here and land safely on a spot ten feet below. Therefore, a cameraman could easily set up a tripod on this spot, and with a 50mm lens on the camera looking up at the lip of the dam, he could frame up the shot drawn in Board #31. The stuntman could safely throw his legs over the edge of the dam and hang by his arms, just as I drew in Board #31. This made it quite practical to plan on getting this shot.
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Board #32 — Figure 6.007

The shot in Board #32 was drawn and planned as part of this sequence because, as I emphasized above in my discussion of Board #16, in order to make an action sequence exciting for an audience, it is absolutely necessary to:

● Put the real-ies in the action as much as time and money allow.

The shot drawn in Board #32 is a tight shot on John Stamos, rather than the stuntman doubling Stamos. This makes it more believable to the audience that the hero they are rooting for is in danger of falling to his death.

The rigging needed to safely hang an actor from a great height is quite low-tech and can be inexpensively and easily deployed. The actor wears a rock climber’s pelvic harness under his clothes. An extremely thin and strong piece of cable is run under his hand, down his sleeve, and attached to the harness. When the camera is framed up just above him looking past him into the abyss below, as is drawn in Board #32, he seems to be hanging on by his hands, but in fact, he is cabled off and completely safe. He could even safely let himself drop and then catch himself, to sell the action of the stunt.

The shot in Board #32 was drawn as seen through a medium wide lens. It was not necessary to use an extreme wide-angle lens because the height of the dam was great enough to make the drop seem terrifying, even when shot with a medium wide.

Board #33 — Figure 6.007

The shot drawn in Board #33 is a good complement to the shot in Board #32. The shot in Board #32 puts the real actor in the action and makes the audience believe that their hero is in great danger. The shot in Board #33 adds emphasis to the danger by making Lance seem small and, therefore, more vulnerable and in a very precarious position.

As drawn, this shot would be done with a medium long lens on a camera at the base of the dam. A wide-angle lens would make the height seem greater, but when seen through the wide-angle lens, Lance would be too small in the frame. The medium long lens would show the height, but also make the stuntman doubling Stamos big enough in the frame to be easily seen.

WHAT WE ACTUALLY SHOT

As I have stated above, we did not shoot all the boards. The final-cut version of the ambush on the dam can be viewed online by following this link: http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html

If you view this clip you will see that we dropped more shots than I mention above, and we did not do all the shots as we drew them. This is the reality of shooting action. The storyboards are a wish list. Unless you are an established director on a big-budget studio movie, you will never have the time to complete all the shots that you want or even a bare minimum of what you think you must have. Murphy’s Law strikes. You drop shots throughout the day, and after you wrap you just pray that you got the crucial shots that will make the action come to life.

In the case of this ambush on the dam from Never Too Young to Die, I think we succeeded . . . just barely. Look at the clip and judge for yourself.

The biggest obstacle I had to overcome to make this sequence work was the limited availability of Gene Simmons. I only had him for one shoot day when I should have had him on set every day. This was because Steven Paul actually ran out of money on Never Too Young to Die before we got to shoot the finale. So the crew went on hiatus for a couple of months while Steven flew around the world selling off the overseas distribution rights. By the time he had raised the funds to finish the film, Gene Simmons was off playing the villain on the Rutger Hauer version of Wanted: Dead or Alive. This is why the shots of Gene driving the truck were done on a soundstage against a blue-sky backdrop and many of the setups that were drawn in the storyboards with Ragnar facing the camera were actually shot on Ragnar’s back or over his shoulder, so as to conceal that it is actually the stunt double and not Gene Simmons. Hence the motto of low-budget filmmaking: “When you get lemons, you make lemonade.”

CHAPTER 6 SUMMARY POINTS

● When you are working low-budget, the key to shooting a great action sequence is determining the crucial pieces, because that is all you will be able to shoot.

● Once you have determined these crucial shots, you should memorialize your decisions by storyboarding the sequence.

● It is wise for a director to be open to creative suggestions from his storyboard artist.

● Whatever the means used, it is crucial to produce a permanent visual version of everything the director and the stunt coordinator have agreed upon. A picture is worth a thousand words, so this will save precious time and money on the set.

● If you are shooting action, it is often most cost-effective to shoot two units. If you have storyboarded the sequence then both units can literally work off the same page.

● The high, wide three-quarter is the classic establishing shot. This is because it shows the audience the front, the side, and the top of the subject and everything surrounding it.

● If you can quickly and easily put the camera in the air and shoot straight down, do it. When you are shooting low-budget, the camera is almost always at eye level or on the ground. A top-down shot refreshes the eyes.

● When shooting action, if you think you can get a laugh, go for it. Humor is free, it adds to entertainment value, and makes your stunts new, even if they have been done a thousand times before.

● Once the camera or cameras are in place, stage every piece of action you can think of in front of them before moving on.

● When you are shooting a chase or any action sequence that unfolds over an expanse of terrain, avoid shooting tie-in shots. You get more good pieces in less time if you shoot each player in a separate setup and then cut back and forth between the players.

● When you are doing an action sequence on a budget, you should shoot every possible insert you can think of.

● Inserts: (1) should be easy to read, which is to say, the audience should be able to immediately understand what they are looking at, and (2) they should cut smoothly into the overall action.

● Put the real-ies (the real actors rather than the stunt doubles) in the action as much as time and money allow.

● When doing a stunt that involves any real danger, shoot it once with as many cameras as possible. This is safer, and saves time and money.

● If you have to do the stunt twice, then you have screwed up. Your goal should be to do it well the first time and move on.

● Good operators are expensive. This tends to limit their number to two.

● Additional, “locked-off” cameras (cameras that are not operated) require added assistant cameramen. This tends to limit the number of “locked-off” cameras that can be used effectively at three.

● To shoot a shot with multiple cameras you have to make sure the cameras do not see each other. If they do see each other, it should be at moments that can be easily edited out.

● The most efficient way to decide where to put multiple cameras is to start by determining the location of the cameras that must be in an exact spot, for esthetic or safety reasons, and then adjust the other cameras accordingly.

● When filming an object flying through the air, whether a cannonball, a car, or a jumbo jetliner, the telephoto lens is generally the lens of choice, because it enhances the speed of the object in mid-flight when it is traveling across the frame at a distance from the camera. The wide-angle lens is best at the moment of take-off or landing when the object is launched or lands right next to the camera.


FOR TEACHERS

In the “For Teachers” space at the end of Chapter 8, I describe how a teacher can solidify the students’ understanding of how to direct an action sequence by requiring them to design and shoot a short action sequence. I suggest a two-man fight or a chase, because these are the simplest and easiest and a good place to start. If a student is more ambitious he can shoot and edit a dance number or a moment from an athletic competition.

As a first step toward the successful fulfillment of that exercise, you can require the student to break this action sequence down into shots and to record these preparations using storyboards. Thanks to digital technology, students who cannot draw can now produce storyboards using software designed for this purpose such as Frame Forge. If a student does not have the skills to fulfill the assignment using Frame Forge or a similar program he can do it using any digital camera with a 30X or better zoom lens.

If the student chooses to generate the storyboards using a still camera then he is going to need stand-ins to pose in front of the camera and go through all the motions of the action sequence while he shoots a still of each camera setup. Those who fulfill the assignment in this fashion should form groups of three. They can then work as a team; two can pose while the third shoots the still.

In either case, the students should be instructed to:

1. Put the camera in the right place.

2. Put the right lens on the camera.

3. Get the right number of pieces.

The students will be best prepared to successfully complete this storyboarding assignment after they have read Chapter 7 and 8. In those chapters I fully explain in detail how to best shoot a fight or a chase by using camera placement, lens selection, and montage to energize the action. In order to create a good storyboard the student must understand these elements of craft. Therefore, it would be best if he were given this assignment after having studied the last two chapters of this book.

The students should be encouraged or required to hand in the assignment in a digital format. They can do this by putting it on a USB drive, burning it onto a CD, or posting it at a file-sharing site and then sending a link to the teacher and their classmates. This way the assignment can be projected in the classroom and critiqued using the Socratic Method. If the students actively participate in the critique they can refine their understanding of the lesson by identifying ways to improve the work of their classmates.


CHAPTER 7



DIRECTING A CHASE SEQUENCE

THE BASIC RULES

Speed is the component you try to pump into every frame when directing a chase. When reduced to the basics, there are three ways to do this:

1. You use the wide-angle lens in narrow spaces and make sure the action passes right in front of the lens.

2. You use the long lens in open spaces and make sure the action passes on the X-axis, across (perpendicular to) the lens.

3. You isolate each participant in the chase in separate setups and quick cut between them.

Chases on roads between vehicles and chases on foot between people make up about 95% of all chases on film. I am going to break down the foot chase shot by director Kathryn Bigelow in the film Point Break. This foot chase is legendary. It is completely satisfying as a high-energy action sequence. And yet it is as bare-bones and low-budget as you can get. It is just two men running through a residential neighborhood — the Venice/Culver City section of Los Angeles — shot with no lights and a hand-held camera. Yet it is as energetic and suspenseful as the vastly more expensive chase sequences in any of the Bourne or Dark Knight films. Those who are trying to launch a career as a director need to know how to shoot action on the cheap and make it look great. This is what Kathryn Bigelow did brilliantly in her foot chase in Point Break and this is what I will teach in this chapter. If you learn how to shoot action with low money or no money and direct a low-budget film that is an unqualified hit, such as Spielberg did with Duel, or Cameron did with the first Terminator, then the studios will come after you and give you the money you need to shoot action the expensive way. But, first things first.

TIE-IN SHOTS

There are forty-seven setups in this foot chase, and it lasts for three minutes, but only two of those setups, lasting a total of twelve seconds, show both Reeves and Swayze in the same frame at the same time. Therefore Bigelow worked overtime exploiting strategy #3 above to jack up the energy level in this chase. Montage generates energy. If you film someone chasing someone else the length of a football field and you do it in one, continuous shot that shows both of them, such as is depicted in Figure 7.001, then the shot has to stay up on the screen for the amount of time it takes a man in street clothes to run one hundred yards — about twelve seconds. That would be a very long, boring shot. But if you do it in two shots — one on the man in the lead from behind (Figure 7.002) and a separate shot in front of the man in pursuit (Figure 7.003) then you can cut back and forth between the two shots two or three times, so each shot only lasts two or three seconds. That is going to energize the hundred-yard chase and make it seem to go by in less than twelve seconds.
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Even better, with two setups, you do not have to see them run the entire hundred yards. In editorial, using the two distinct camera angles, you can perform a series of ellipses, so that they make it from one end zone to the other in five or six seconds. To do this you start the chase on the leader running from the goal line to the ten-yard line (Figure 7.002 and 7.002a), cut back to the chaser running from under the goalposts out to the goal line (Figure 7.003 and 7.003a), and when you cut back to the leader he is crossing midfield (Figure 7.004 and 7.004a). Cut back to the chaser approaching midfield (Figure 7.005 and 7.005a) and when you cut back to the leader he is almost in the opposite end zone (Figure 7.006). All of the above could be accomplished in about six seconds, much faster than the twelve seconds it would take to see both of them cover the hundred yards in the same shot. And with every cut you shift your vantage point. This gives the viewer the impression that he is jumping from one vantage point to another on the field. This is much more visually exciting than standing back at a distance and watching the two men run the hundred yards in one, long, boring twelve-second shot such as is depicted in Figure 7.001.
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Most of the strategies you can use to energize a foot chase can also be used for vehicle chases. In fact, Strategy #3 above — shooting the participants in the chase in separate setups, and cutting between them — is exponentially more valid when applied to car or vehicle chases. Anyone who has actually directed moving car stunts knows it is about twice as difficult and time-consuming to get a good, in-focus shot of both the cars involved in the chase going the right speed, the right distance from each other, at the right place on the road than it is to shoot each vehicle in a separate setup, and then create the illusion in editorial that one is right behind the other. Such shots in which you see both vehicles in the same frame — tie-in shots — cost you more and give less because (as explained above in the metaphor of the men running the length of the football field) they eliminate the possibility of accelerating the action in editorial through the use of ellipses and quick cuts. Therefore, I urge all first-time directors, in the strongest terms possible, when shooting a chase, do not to shoot tie-ins!!! Put Strategy #3 above to work to energize your chase.

I made this same point on page 118 of Chapter 6 as a sort of disclaimer for why I drew Board #13 (Figure 6.003) as a tie-in shot showing both Lance and Ragnar in the same frame. I broke my own rule in this case because Board #13 depicted the kind of event in an action sequence when it is worth the time and trouble to shoot a tie-in. Specifically,

● It is worth the trouble to shoot a tie-in to establish or re-establish the spatial relationship between the participants in an action sequence.

In this case, the tie-in acts as a sort of master and establishes the geography of the chase or action sequence. Board #13 (Figure 6.003) established the geography of the ambush at the dam by showing that Lance could not see Ragnar, and so, the farther Lance drove out onto the dam, and the closer he got to Ragnar, the greater the likelihood that Ragnar could successfully ambush him.

Similarly, Kathryn Bigelow used only two tie-in shots, one at the beginning (Figure 7.007 to 7.008) and one toward the end (Figure 7.069 to 7.075, p. 146) of her foot chase in Point Break to establish the geography of this chase. In the other forty-five shots in the chase the two participants are each in a separate frame. This enabled her to energize the action through quick cutting, thereby putting Strategy #3 to the best use possible. To view a video clip of this entire chase sequence from Point Break, go online and follow this link: http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/directing-the-camera.html

THE STORY OF THE CHASE

Kathryn Bigelow was aided in this approach by the story of her chase. The bottom line of the story of this chase is that FBI agent Johnny Utah (Reeves) and bank robber Bodhi (Swayze) are equally matched, top athletes in peak condition. Swayze has a five-stride lead going into the chase, so Reeves is never going to catch up to him, unless Swayze makes a wrong move. He never does. At the end of the chase, Reeves takes a bad fall and blows out some tendons in his knee (Figure 7.097 to 7.101, p. 148), so Bodhi gets away.
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To make the chase suspenseful Bigelow turned it into an obstacle course. She littered the path of the chase with roadblocks, so, first Swayze, and then Reeves, while hurtling forward at top speed, kept coming smack up against barriers that could have stopped them or knocked them down, unless they made lightning-fast side steps and other adjustments to their forward process. Each time they come up against an obstacle, the race could be lost for either the leader, Swayze, or the chaser, Reeves. This heightens suspense.

STRATEGY #1 — WIDE-ANGLE LENSES — POGO CAMS — NARROW SPACES

Bigelow’s other strategy of choice to make this foot chase thrilling was #1 above:

1. You use the wide-angle lens in narrow spaces and make sure the action passes right in front of the lens.

My guess is that she did this primarily to save money. Putting it simply, shooting action with the telephoto or long lens is time-consuming and expensive. By comparison, shooting action with the wide-angle is cheap and easy. Wide-angle lenses have extensive depth of field. As explained in detail in Chapter 5, this means that everything or almost everything is in focus. Some wide-angle lenses, such as those found in the GoPro line of cameras, are designed specifically to keep everything in the frame in focus. And, as was explained in detail in Chapter 5, wide-angle lenses have great field of vision, so if you are following a moving object, it is easy to keep it in frame. Finally, the wide-angle lens does not show vibration in the camera. This greatly simplifies and speeds up the process of shooting a chase or an action sequence, because you can handhold the camera when shooting a foot chase and you can use wheel mounts and other mounted cameras when shooting a vehicle chase.

The foot chase in Point Break was shot almost entirely with handheld cameras mounted on a camera rig called a Pogo Cam. The Pogo Cam is essentially a foot-long, flat piece of metal mounted on top of a two foot-long pole, with a counterweight attached to the bottom of the pole. This is an entirely low-tech piece of equipment. In the beginning, grips made them in their backyard, and they still do. But you can also buy or rent more high-tech, high-performance versions, some of which are equipped with video tap and monitor, such as the model in Figure 7.000.

The operator grasps the Pogo Cam by the pole right under the camera, holds the rig away from his body, and runs. The operator is not impeded by having the camera on his shoulder and by having to keep his eye in the eyepiece. He can hold the camera out in front of himself and run pointing the lens at one of the participants in the chase and get a good, well-framed, in-focus shot. Because the wide-angle lens does not show much vibration, the counterweight under the camera will steady it and produce a satisfactory image so the audience can tell what they are looking at.

Using the Pogo Cam, Bigelow’s strategy of choice was Strategy #1:

1. You use the wide-angle lens in narrow spaces and make sure the action passes right in front of the lens.

But the wide-angle lens will not show much speed unless you have the narrow spaces. Somebody has to go out and find all those narrow spaces. Bigelow could not have shot a legendary foot chase in Point Break without the help of a brilliant location manager.
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Location scouting is not exactly rocket science, but it takes a lot of hard, tedious searching on foot to find enough hallways, alleyways, and passages between buildings to string together to make a good long chase. And these alleyways and narrow passages have to be within walking distance of each other, so the crew can stay on foot and work out of one base camp, keeping the number of times they have to load up into trucks and move base camp to a minimum. Never underestimate the value of a great location scout. If you are going to do a great foot chase, you either need a great location scout, or you have got to burn the shoe leather and do it yourself.

Once you have found the narrow spaces to route your chase through, you run your chasers through the spaces (one at a time) and send your operator running after them shooting them with the Pogo Cam. In most of the great shots in the foot chase in Point Break, like the shots in Figures 7.018 to 7.024, the camera is chasing Reeves and Swayze, because it is easier to run forward than run backward, especially if you are carrying a camera. If the camera is backing up, it is usually backing up in a straight line, as in the shot in Figures 7.015 to Figure 7.017, because unless you have eyes in the back of your head, it is hard to run backward and go around corners. Although the operator can run backward for a few steps and then go around a corner backward, if he has a camera assistant in front of him with a hand on his shoulder running interference. This was probably how Bigelow and her crew got the shot in Figure 7.112 to 7.121.

All the energy in the frame in these shots comes from the way the walls of these narrow spaces pass through the frame when seen through the wide-angle lens. As seen in Figures 7.015 to 7.024, the bricks on either side of this narrow passageway go from being very small in the distance to very large as they come up to and by the lens. This makes the walls whip past the lens, creating the impression of great speed.

The narrow spaces are absolutely key. It is much easier to run through super-tight spaces like this with a Pogo Cam than the bigger, bulkier Steadicam rig. More importantly, the added money for a Steadicam and a Steadicam operator would be wasted. The way the camera bounces slightly on a Pogo Cam adds to the frantic energy in the frame and makes the chase seem more fast-paced than if it were shot with a vibration-free Steadicam.

STRATEGY #2 — LONG LENSES IN OPEN SPACES = MORE EYE CANDY

Of the forty-seven shots in the foot chase in Point Break, the great majority — thirty-two — are run through narrow spaces utilizing Strategy #1. But, a sizable minority — fifteen — shots are run through more open spaces. When the chase goes into an open area, Bigelow utilizes Strategy #2 to jack up the energy level in the frame.

2. You use the long lens in open spaces and make sure the action passes on the X-axis, across (perpendicular to) the lens.

For example, in the middle of the chase, as seen in Figures 7.025 to 7.067, Swayze emerges from the maze of narrow passageways, alleys, and backyards into an open front yard. He jumps onto the hood of a parked car and into the street in front of the yard, hangs a hard right, and runs across a T intersection. Reeves follows right on his tail. All the shots in the sequence were done using medium long (around 70mm) to extreme long (around 300mm) lenses.

Why did Bigelow switch from Strategy #1 to Strategy #2 in the middle of her chase? My guess is necessity. Narrow passageways like the ones she routed her chase through in Figures 7.015 to 7.024 and Figures 7.112 to 7.121 are just too few and far between. If you wanted to shoot your foot chase only in such narrow confines you would have to keep loading the company into trucks and moving your base camp to get from one tight spot to another. This burns time and money. Better to minimize company moves and maximize time spent at an established base camp by shooting up all the narrow passageways within walking distance, and then, before packing up the company and moving, route the chase through a couple of nearby open spaces.

As explained in detail in Chapter 5, long lenses force perspective by using the telescopic properties of the lens to blow up or enlarge objects in the background and middleground and make them look almost as large as objects in the foreground. (See Figure 5.003, Figure 5.003a, p. 94; Figure 5.007, p. 93; and Figure 5.0019, p. 98.) This makes them appear closer and seemingly squishes everything in the frame together into the foreground. In Figure 7.058 to 7.067 Bigelow and her DP use one of the longest lenses manufactured — the 300mm — to shoot Reeves pursuing Swayze across the top of the T intersection in the open space mentioned above. When shot with an extreme long lens, everything in the distance behind the white garbage truck in the foreground — the parked cars, the stop sign, the telephone poles — is blown up and squished into the foreground. The longer lenses also have a narrow field of vision. So what can be seen from one side of the frame to the other is limited and the frame appears narrow. Because the frame is narrow, when the camera pans to keep Reeves in frame, all the background objects that have been squished into the foreground — the parked cars, the stop sign, the telephone poles — rapidly appear in frame and then are equally rapidly swept out of the frame. The same is true of all the foreground objects. The garbage collector that Reeves knocks down, the front of the garbage truck, the white stucco house, and the wooden, plank fence also rapidly appear and disappear out the right side of the frame as Reeves charges forward, camera left, in pursuit of Swayze. Since the camera is panning or moving laterally, objects with strong vertical planes in them, like the front of the garbage truck, or the wood fence, seem to appear and disappear most rapidly and dynamically.
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Therefore, when using strategy #2, the more verticals you can pack into the frame, the more energetic the chase. Your location scout can find you open spaces with lots of vertical planes, for example, sidewalks that run next to chain-link or picket fences. But the director and the production designer can jack up the energy in each long lens shot by filling the space with as many objects as can be sensibly located in that spot. The more strong vertical planes in those objects, the better.

This is why when Swayze jumps up onto the hood of a white El Camino and runs across it to get into the street, there just happen to be two additional cars parked side by side, next to the El Camino (Figure 7.031). As Swayze runs across the hood of the El Camino, the vertical lines of the Jeep and the sedan parked next to it strobe through the frame, generating eye candy and speeding up the action. This is also why when Swayze jumps off the hood of the El Camino and into the street, Bigelow makes sure that a surfer on a bicycle with his big yellow board strapped to his back suddenly breaks frame left and strobes through the frame (Figure 7.043 to 7.045). And finally, this is why when Swayze runs across the T intersection mentioned above, Bigelow makes sure that, at that very moment, a huge white garbage truck pulls to a stop smack in the middle of the intersection. (Figures 7.048 to 7.051) Bigelow shoots the garbage truck squarely front-on with a 300mm lens, so when Swayze runs in front of it, he strobes through the frame. And then, Reeves comes along in hot pursuit, running past all of the objects she has packed the frame with — the surfers, the parked cars, the garbage man and the garbage truck. She holds Reeves in frame and pans with him, past all these added objects, so they all strobe and blur through the frame (Figures 7.052 to 7.067) generating a great deal of eye candy and energizing the screen.

You use Strategy #2 when shooting a chase for all the same reasons that you route your actors along the X-axis in front of as many large, bright, vertical objects as possible when shooting a dialogue scene. This generates the maximum amount of eye candy and energizes the frame (see pages 39-40, Chapter 3).

Bigelow ran the chase out into an open space and resorted to Strategy #2 only one other time in this foot chase and, again, this was probably out of necessity. She set the rules at the beginning of the chase. Swayze and Reeves were evenly matched, so the race was going to continue until one of them fell. In order to create a rock-solid, logical reason why a top athlete such as the one portrayed in this movie by Reeves would go down and not come up, Bigelow chose to make this happen when he jumps off the fifteen-foot-high concrete rim of the Ballona Creek storm drain. So, she had to route the chase out of the narrow alleyways and across the open embankment that leads down to the Ballona Creek. Swayze drops down into the creek and across successfully, but when Reeves tries to do the same, he takes a bad fall and blows out his knee (Figure 7.088 to 7.101). This makes Swayze’s escape entirely plausible.
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To energize the frame, she backs herself off perpendicular to their route, puts the long lens on the camera and pans them running, tumbling and sliding across the X-axis of the frame, down the embankment, and over the lip into the creek (Figure 7.076 to 7.101).

GEOGRAPHY IN CHASE SEQUENCES

In order to make a chase appear smooth and continuous a director has to:

1. maintain screen direction; and,

2. connect the different locations through which the chase passes by maintaining a continuity of landmarks.

The first of these two tasks was easily achieved in the foot chase in Point Break because Bigelow used Strategy #1 to energize the action through the majority of the chase. She kept the action right in front of the wide-angle lens by either leading or following Swayze and Reeves through narrow spaces. So most of the action is neither right-to-left, nor left-to-right, but neutral — coming straight to the camera or away from the camera, such as in the beginning of the sequence as seen in Figures 7.015 to 7.024.

As soon as she has to take the chase out into a more open space and use the longer lenses, then all the action must flow either to the right side of the frame — camera right — or to the left side of the frame — camera left. So when Swayze runs across a yard, out into the street, and in front of a garbage truck with Reeves right on his tail, almost all the action is right-to-left (Figure 7.025 to 7.067).

There is one tricky shot in the middle of this section, which shows how you can smoothly reverse screen direction going from a left-to-right shot to a right-to-left shot, if you go through a neutral shot. In other words, the action goes from flowing camera right to flowing toward the camera (or away from the camera) — the neutral — to flowing camera left. This occurs when Swayze runs into the street and almost collides with a surfer on a bike.

At first, the camera is in a neutral angle, right behind Swayze as he runs into the street (Figure 7.042 to 7.043). He cuts hard to his right to avoid the surfer, just as the surfer breaks the left side of the frame (Figure 7.044). The camera pans left-to-right as the surfer crosses the frame (Figure 7.045). So at this point all the action is flowing to the right side of the frame (left-to-right). But this left-to-right pan brings the frame back onto Swayze (Figure 7.046 to 7.048) as he runs away from the camera. So now the shot has turned into a neutral. The neutral angle enables Bigelow to reverse her screen direction and cut smoothly to a shot of Swayze running right-to-left in front of the garbage truck that has stopped in the middle of the street (Figures 7.049 to 7.051).

This series of shots works because it follows the basic rule for maintaining continuity in a chase. You run the action camera left (right-to-left) or camera right (left-to-right) and when you want to switch you go through a neutral.

Strategy #3 for energizing a chase states:

3. You isolate each participant in the chase in separate setups and quick cut between them.

This can disorient the audience, if in each of the separate setups, the background and foreground keep changing. This can result in a chase that seems to start nowhere in particular and then progresses through as many different locations as there are setups, none of which seem to be interconnected. This is not good visual storytelling. It takes the audience out of the chase and out of the story.

When reduced to the basics, the all-important story of a chase is that it goes from A to B to C when A, B, and C are each approximately the length of a football field, in the case of a foot chase, or the length of a couple of city blocks, in the case of a car chase. To tell the story there has to be continuity in the landmarks seen behind or in front of the chasers, so the audience can assemble in their mind’s eye a picture of the location through which the chase is passing.

In some cases this continuity is real. For example, in Figure 7.049 to Figure 7.064 of the foot chase from Point Break both Swayze and Reeves clearly run past a large white garbage truck. The garbage truck becomes a landmark that orients the audience.
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But in many other instances this continuity of landmarks must be skillfully faked. For example at the very beginning of the chase, in Figure 7.011 to 7.014 (p. 136) Bigelow pans first, Swayze, and then Reeves, up to, and then, past a scuba shop in a white brick building. The next series of shots show Reeves chasing Swayze down an extremely narrow passageway with a white brick building on one side of the frame (Figure 7.015 to 7.024). The “landmark” of the white brick wall that appears on both the A and B side of the cut between Figure 7.014 and Figure 7.015 gives the audience the impression that this narrow passageway ran alongside the scuba shop. In all likelihood, it did not. The scuba shop was probably miles away from the narrow passageway. The narrow passageway, like the other narrow passageways in the chase, was picked from all over the neighborhoods of Culver City and Venice, because it enabled Bigelow to energize the frame using the wide-angle lens. But it is made to seem adjacent to the scuba shop because they both have white walls. The white wall, like the garbage truck, provides a landmark that helps the audience to mentally reassemble the continuous progress of the chase from A to B.

If A is miles away from B and no “landmark” can be found to seemingly unite them, then the director must find a way to have the chasers exit cleanly from location A and reappear in location B. The simplest way to do this is to have them go around a corner or disappear into a dark passageway. If Reeves were to chase Swayze around a corner in location A, they could come around a corner in location B, miles away, and it would appear adjacent, provided the general surroundings were the same. They could not go around a corner in the neighborhood of one-story buildings used in Point Break and appear around a corner in a neighborhood of skyscrapers in downtown Manhattan and create the impression that the two locations were adjacent.

Bigelow resorted to such a disappearing act at the end of the chase. In order to make it believable that Swayze could get away from supermacho Reeves, Bigelow had to end the chase in Bollona Creek, where Reeves blows out his knee in a fall. But the location they were chasing through right before the story required them to be in Ballona Creek was probably nowhere near Bollona Creek. So she has them disappear out of Location A, miles from Bollona Creek, and then reappear cleanly in Location B, immediately adjacent to Bollona Creek.

The shot that they disappear out is one of the rare tie-in shots in the chase. (Figure 7.068 to 7.075). This shot was made with an extreme telephoto lens, probably a 300mm. The shot looks straight into a narrow passageway bordered by a high wooden fence. Swayze comes around a corner into the passageway and runs straight at the camera. Since it is an extreme telephoto lens, he seems to hang in space running forward (Figure 7.068 to 7.070). Reeves can be seen for an instant breaking frame left and turning into the passageway behind Swayze (Figure 7.069), after which he is blocked by Swayze. But then, first Swayze, and then Reeves suddenly drop out of the bottom of the frame (Figure 7.071 to 7.075). There were obviously steps at the near end of this passageway. The steps enabled Bigelow to disappear both Swayze and Reeves out of the bottom of the frame.

A tall wooden fence on the edge of Location B, immediately adjacent to Bollona Creek, permits Bigelow to have Swayze and Reeves reappear on the B side of the cut. Immediately after Reeves’ head disappears out of the bottom of the frame on the A side of the cut (Figure 7.075), Swayze’s head and then his body pop up and over the fence on the B side of cut (Figure 7.076 to 7.077) followed by Reeves in Figures 7.083 to 7.084. Coming over the fence works the same way as coming around a corner or coming out of a dark doorway. The connection between A and B is convincingly implied without being explicitly shown. Swayze runs down the steep embankment that leads to the lip of the wall that drops down into Bollona Creek. Reeves follows, and Bigelow has arrived at the location where she can believably put Reeves out of commission.
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HUMOR

There is one additional tool Bigelow used to elevate this chase to legendary stature — humor. In the second half of this chase Swayze tries to evade Reeves by running in and out of two Venice Beach bungalows, each containing a single, startled housewife. When Swayze storms past housewife #1 she is so shocked she chucks her load of folded laundry into the lens (Figure 7.102 to 7.111). Since it is an extreme wide-angle lens, this gives extra energy to the shot.

There is humor in repetition (think of Dr. Strangelove’s reflexive “Heil Hitler!” salute) so Bigelow routes the chase through a second bungalow, past a second housewife. In this instance, we never see Swayze pass the housewife. What Bigelow shows us is Swayze slipping through the sliding-glass back door of a house, and then flipping the latch and locking Reeves out (Figure 7.117 to 7.121). Reeves must stay right on Swayze’s tail or he will lose him. So, exhibiting action-hero fast thinking, as he crosses the back porch, he picks up a big potted plant and uses it as a battering ram to break through the glass door. (Figure 7.122 to 7.131) This lands him in a pile of broken glass and potting soil at the feet of housewife #2, who, judging from the vacuum cleaner wand in her hands, was in the midst of vacuuming her carpet. Housewife #2 expresses her displeasure at the mess Reeves has made by smacking him on the head with the wand of the vacuum cleaner and cussing him out (Figure 7.132 to 7.134).

I have shown this chase sequence more than a hundred times to different classes throughout my teaching career and this gag never fails to get a laugh. Point Break is an action film, not a comedy. This chase is almost a matter of life and death. If Reeves catches Swayze, Swayze’s thrill-seeking life of crime is over and he goes to prison, which would amount to a spiritual execution. So, logically speaking, this is not the right time for a laugh. Producers and studio executives, out of caution, tend to overthink scripts and use logic and reason when they should be thinking intuitively and creatively. They are prone to talking a director out of trying to get a laugh in the middle of a serious action sequence. But they are dead wrong. Never let them talk you out of going for a gag in a life-and-death situation.

There are two reasons for this.

First, if the audience laughs, they are entertained and this adds to their overall enjoyment of a film. They are predisposed to laugh in the middle of life-and-death action sequences, because, if you have made the sequence suspenseful, then they are tense, and a laugh comes easy when one is tense.

Second, and, more importantly, humor is unique. Your gags in your stunt sequences will distinguish them from the stunts of other action directors. This is the principle upon which Jackie Chan has built a monumental career. There is not a stunt in existence that has not been done a hundred, if not ten thousand, times before. Unless you are making a Bond film, or a film with a comparable budget, you will not have the time and money to run your foot chase onto the end of a construction crane thirty stories above the ground and have the leader and the chaser jump off the end of the crane and, miraculously, land on another crane twenty feet below, as was done in Casino Royale. But if your hero, in pursuit of the villain, does the breaking through a sliding-glass-door stunt (which has been done ten thousand times before) and this lands him at the feet of an irate housewife who takes out her anger at the mess he has made by whacking him on the head with her vacuum cleaner wand, the addition of the humor makes the stunt unique.

Therefore, humor is a very cheap way to make your stunt sequences fresh and memorable. This is more clearly illustrated by what happens to Reeves as soon as he has scrambled away from the vacuum-cleaner-wand-wielding housewife and run out of the front door of her house (Figure 7.135 to 7.139). Swayze is waiting for him just outside the front door with a big, brown pit bull in his arms. As soon as Reeves emerges from the house, Swayze hurls the dog at him, hoping the obstacle of having to contend with the dog will put Reeves out of the race (Figure 7.140 to 7.142). Instead, Reeves sheds the dog like Emmitt Smith shed tacklers, and then drop-kicks the beast out of his path (Figure 7.143 to 7.147).
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Like the irate, vacuum-cleaner-wand-wielding-housewife gag, which immediately precedes it, and tees it up, this pit-bull-hurl-and-drop-kick gag always gets a good laugh when I screen it for a class. It is very much the kind of gag with which Jackie Chan peppers his movies and thereby makes his stunt sequences seem uniquely entertaining. I have seen thousands of chase sequences, but I have never seen somebody try to get away from somebody else by throwing a dog, much less a pit bull, at him. If you asked every audience member to tell you what made this chase sequence entertaining, nine out of ten of them would cite the pit-bull-hurl-and-drop-kick gag. And it cost Bigelow almost nothing — just the price of the dog and the dog wrangler and the hour it took to shoot the gag. And yet I would contend that this gag adds as much in entertainment value to Point Break as the crane-to-crane jump added to Casino Royale. Therefore, be creative and load your action sequences with humor. This will give you more entertainment bang for your buck.

SHOOTING ACTION/CHASES WITH THE WIDE LENS VERSUS SHOOTING ACTION/CHASES WITH THE LONG LENS

Bigelow used Strategy #1 and the wide-angle lens to elevate the foot chase in Point Break to legendary stature. But this is not the way most big-name directors shoot action. Look at any action sequence shot by Spielberg, Cameron, Ridley Scott, John Woo, Michael Bay, Christopher Nolan, Paul Greengrass and the like, any action sequence from the recent Raiders, Bond, Dark Knight, Spider-Man, Bourne, or MI franchises and at least 95% of the time everything is shot with the telephoto or long lenses. Why? Strategy #2, which prescribes using the telephoto lens, is more effective at energizing action. It pumps more eye candy into the frame. As in designing a moving master shot (See page 14, Chapter 2 and pages 39 and 40, Chapter 3) it is all a question of blurry frames. Modern movie audiences have become addicted to blurry frames. Starting back with the way Spielberg started moving the camera all the time when he made Jaws in 1974, and running up to the present day, the Holy Grail of action directors has been blurry frames. The more contemporary the film, the more blurry frames, the more eye candy. Now with CGI and motion capture, the quantities of eye candy are limitless.

To clarify a bit, blurry fames are technically called motion blur. Motion blur is how cinema creates the illusion of motion by projecting twenty-four static images a second onto a screen. (Ask a DP you know to explain the details.) You get blurry frames and eye candy when you move the camera past a static object or past an object moving in a different direction or at a different speed. The telephoto lenses generate more blurry frames and more eye candy than the wide-angle lenses for three reasons:

1. Perspective — the telephoto or long lenses enlarge objects in the middleground and the background. Because they are bigger when the camera moves past them, they generate more blur and more eye candy.

2. Field of Vision — the telephoto or long lenses narrow the frame. Because the frame is narrower, when the camera moves laterally past objects they pass through the frame more rapidly and this generates more eye candy.

3. Depth of Field — the telephoto or long lenses have very limited depth of field, so most objects in the frame are out of focus and slightly blurry to start. When the camera moves past them they blur even more, generating yet more eye candy.

In the foot chase from Point Break Bigelow uses Strategy #2 more out of necessity than out of choice. Her plan of attack was to keep the chase in narrow spaces and use Strategy #1, which prescribes using the wide-angle lens as much as possible. My guess is that she only switched to Strategy #2 and the long lens when she ran out of tight spots through which to route her chase. Why does she buck the trend here and resort to Strategy #1 instead of relying on the contemporary action-director’s method of choice — Strategy #2? Time and money. As explained above, the wide-angle lenses are easy to use. Put the wide lens on a camera, put it on a Pogo Cam, point it at something, and have that something take off running. Then you can run after it and you will have a good, in-focus, in-frame shot.

By contrast, the telephoto lenses show the slightest vibration, so the camera has to be on a solid tripod or an expensive insert car. The telephoto lenses have very little depth of field and very narrow field of vision, so it is difficult to keep a moving object in frame and in focus. To do this you need highly skilled, highly paid camera operators and assistants. Shooting action with the long lens using Strategy #2 may be hip and happening, but it is also time-consuming and expensive.

This is why Bigelow uses primarily Strategy #1 to energize her foot chase in Point Break. She wanted to get the maximum bang for the buck. As explained in Chapter 5 above, when shooting an action sequence, you need to get as much coverage as possible. This way you can quick-cut it, staying in each shot only at the moment when the energy level peaks in the frame. The properties of the wide-angle lens allow you to get more good shots in less time. This is crucial. You need to get absolutely as many setups a day as possible when shooting action, otherwise your stunts will not fly.

When you are breaking in as a director, and shooting action, the deck will be stacked against you. The bean counters will be terrified they are wasting their investment handing the reins of power on the set to an unproven director like you, so they will minimize their risk by squeezing every dime out the budget. They will give you enough money to barely complete the film, provided nothing goes wrong. Things will go wrong every day; sometimes less, sometimes more; but every day on a motion picture set, shit happens and things go wrong. So, before you start, you will be behind. The only way to get out ahead and prove yourself as a director is to shoot as fast as possible. This is doubly true when you are shooting action and you must get multiple setups on every stunt or the stunts will fall flat.

Therefore, you must shoot all your action sequences the same way that Bigelow shot the foot chase from Point Break — with an eye to get as many shots as possible in the shortest amount of time by making the wide-angle lens your lens of choice. Strategy #1 —

● You use the wide-angle lens in narrow spaces and make sure the action passes right in front of the lens.

— is Strategy #1 because it is the one you go to by choice as much as possible. Yes, Strategy #2 —

● You use the long lens in open spaces and make sure the action passes on the X-axis across (perpendicular to) the lens.

— is the hip, sexy way to do it, and the way all the big-name directors whose films you love do it. But Strategy #2 must remain the forbidden fruit for you, until you have made your first financially successful film and the bean counters have relaxed and started to give you the kind of big money you need to shoot action with the long lens.

With that said, it is still worthwhile for a director starting out to understand exactly how to use the long lenses to energize a chase. Even if you are avoiding using them in order to shoot faster, sometimes, you must use them, such as when you are shooting a foot chase and, out of necessity, the chase must be routed out across a wide-open piece of terrain. And sometimes, even when shooting low budget, you decide to splurge and spend the extra time and money to do it the same way as Ridley Scott or James Cameron.

In the car chase from Point Break, Bodhi (Swayze) and his gang of bank robbers wearing masks of former presidents and driving a red Lincoln are pursued by Utah (Reeves) and his partner, Pappas, played by Gary Busey, in a brown Ford. Long lenses generate more eye candy, but only if the action is moving laterally, on the X-axis, across the frame. So throughout the chase, Bigelow keeps the Lincoln and the Ford weaving through intersections (Figure 7.148 to 7.151) or going and around corners (Figure 7.157 to 7.160). She either trails them or leads them, shooting off the moving insert car, and since they are always weaving or cornering, she has to keep panning them from left-to-right, since it is a left-to-right chase. Because she keeps panning, or tracking with the Lincoln or the Ford as they move across the frame, everything static in the shot, like the trees in the background in Figure 7.148 to 7.156, strobe right-to-left through the frame, generating lots of motion blur and eye candy. And to jack up the amount of eye candy, she packs the frame with other moving vehicles that also strobe through the frame, generating eye candy as the Lincoln and the Ford weave to avoid them (Figure 7.148 to 7.156).
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As a working professional, Bigelow knows that to make this death-defying mayhem exciting for her audience, she must do as I recommended on page 120, Chapter 6 and

● Put the real-ies in the action as much as time and money allow.

The audience is living through this story by identifying with Keanu Reeves, and to a lesser extent, Patrick Swayze or Gary Busey. So she has to keep showing their faces and their eyes, in which the audience can read their feelings. To do this, she uses the same two camera setups on both the Lincoln and the Ford — one side angle, hostess tray mount that shoots through the passenger-side window and produces a sort of over-the-shoulder shot on the driver — either Busey as in Figure 7.161 to 7.162 or Swayze (behind the Ronald Reagan mask) as in Figure 7.163 to 7.164. The other setup is shot from a hood-mounted camera looking straight back in a front-on CU on Reeves (Figure 7.165 to 7.166) or straight back in a front-on four-shot of all the thieves (Figure 7.167 to 7.168), which favors the two in the front seat.

The side angle, hostess tray shot is the shot of choice in a chase such as this because all the buildings, trees, and parked cars that the mounted car passes, when seen through the driver’s-side window from this angle, will perpetually strobe from right-to-left through the frame in a never-ending stream of eye candy (Figure 7.161 to 7.164). By contrast, there is very little motion blur in the frame of a hood-mounted shot because it looks straight back through the rear window at everything receding into the distance behind the car and so long as the car is moving straight forward, these objects will only blur very slightly. Through a hood-mounted, straight-back shot all the motion is on the Z-axis and this generates less eye candy than motion on the X-axis. However, if the car is going around a corner, or weaving through traffic, then, that which is behind the car and seen through the rear window from a hood-mounted camera, will strobe through the frame on the X-axis and provide an abundance of eye candy. So the hood-mounted shots on Reeves in the Ford (Figure 7.165 to 7.166) and the thieves in the Lincoln (Figure 7.167 to 7.168) are cut into the chase whenever the Ford or the Lincoln are cornering sharply or weaving through traffic. All the more reason for Bigelow to keep them cornering or weaving perpetually throughout the beginning of this car chase.

At the end of the car chase, she finds a different way to generate a surfeit of eye candy using the long lens. She stops the constant weaving or cornering and routes the Ford and the Lincoln onto two parallel streets, where they run side-by-side, neck and neck. Because the two streets are only separated by a narrow meridian strip with cars parked along it, Reeves, in the brown Ford, has a clear view of the red Lincoln just twenty-five yards away to his left, camera right. He keeps looking off camera right (see Figure 7.169) and Bigelow shoots this portion of the chase from his POV. Reeves’ POV of the Lincoln, seen through the driver’s-side window, first wide enough to include Busey in the shot (Figure 7.170), and then just within the frame of the driver’s-side window, is an eye-candy junkie’s dream come true (Figure 7.171 to 7.178). The two rows of parked cars that separate the Ford from the Lincoln streak through the frame in a never-ending stream of motion blur. At first, the telephoto lens Bigelow uses for Reeves’ POV is about 150mm, so that the parked cars whipping through the frame are discernable as parked cars (see Figure 7.171 to 7.174). But then she tightens up and uses a longer lens and Reeves’ POV turns into a sea of motion blur which parts occasionally to provide a glimpse of the Lincoln (Figure 7.175 to 7.178). You cannot get more eye candy than is packed into these frames.

In the eyes of contemporary audiences, this is what an action sequence is supposed to look like. But this style of shooting will also very quickly deplete the precious resources of a limited budget. So, as cautioned above, it should be used sparingly.
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CHAPTER 7 SUMMARY POINTS

● Speed is the component you try to pump into every frame when directing a chase. When reduced to the basics, there are three ways to do this:

1. You use the wide-angle lens in narrow spaces and make sure the action passes right in front of the lens.

2. You use the long lens in open spaces and make sure the action passes on the X-axis (perpendicular to) the lens.

3. You isolate each participant in the chase in separate setups and quick-cut between them.

● Do not to shoot tie-ins!!! They cost you more and give less because they eliminate the possibility of accelerating the action in editorial through the use of ellipses and quick cuts. Put Strategy #3 above to work to energize your chase.

● Putting it simply, shooting action with the telephoto or long lens is time-consuming and expensive. By comparison, shooting action with the wide-angle is cheap and easy.

● If you are going to do a great foot chase, you either need a great location scout, or you have got to burn the shoe leather and find the locations yourself.

● The key to a great foot chase is to shoot handheld off the Pogo Cam and chase the chasers running through as many tight spaces as possible, using Strategies #1 and #3 above.

● When you have exhausted all of the tight-spot locations where you can energize your chase using the wide-angle lens and Strategy #1, above, before you make a company move, switch to Strategy #2, above, and route the chase through some open spaces.

● Strategy #2, above, is made more effective by shooting in open spaces that contain lots of vertical objects, such as fences and trees. Strategy #2 can be made even more effective by filling the space with as many additional predominantly vertical objects, such as cars, people, or potted plants, as can be sensibly located in that spot.

● In order to maintain continuity in a chase, you run the action camera left (right-to-left) or camera right (left-to-right) and when you want to switch you go through a neutral.

● In order to make a chase appear smooth and continuous a director has to:

1. maintain screen direction; and

2. connect the different locations through which the chase passes by maintaining a continuity of landmarks.

● When reduced to the basics, the all-important story of a chase is that it goes from A to B to C when A, B, and C are each approximately the length of a football field, in the case of a foot chase, or the length of a couple of city blocks, in the case of a car chase.

● If there is no continuity of landmarks from A to B, then the chasers must exit A cleanly and reappear cleanly in B. The easiest way to disappear and reappear like this is to go around a corner.

● Be creative and load your action sequences with humor. This will give you more entertainment bang for your buck. Humor is free.

● Humor is unique. If you can add gags to your stunts this will distinguish them from the thousands of times these stunts have been done before. This is the principle upon which Jackie Chan built a monumental career.

● Strategy #2, which prescribes using the telephoto lens, is more effective at energizing action. It pumps more eye candy into the frame in three ways:

1. Perspective — the telephoto or long lenses enlarge objects in the middleground and the background. Because they are bigger when the camera moves past them they generate more blur and more eye candy.

2. Field of Vision — the telephoto or long lenses narrow the frame. Because the frame is narrower, when the camera moves laterally past objects they pass through the frame more rapidly and this generates more eye candy.

3. Depth of Field — the telephoto or long lenses have very limited depth of field, so most objects in the frame are out of focus and slightly blurry to start. When the camera moves past them they blur even more, generating yet more eye candy.

● When you want to put the real-ies in the action in a car chase use the side-angle hostess tray shot. When seen through the window opposite the camera, all the buildings, trees, and parked cars which the mounted car passes will perpetually strobe through the frame in a never-ending stream of eye candy.


FOR TEACHERS

At the end of Chapter 8, I describe an assignment that can be used to test and solidify all the lessons taught in Chapters 4 through 8. This assignment can be modified slightly and given now, at the end of Chapter 7, if the teacher wishes to test the students’ understanding of the material in Chapters 4 through 7. This modification is easily accomplished. The teacher gives the same assignment described at the end of Chapter 8, but takes out the option to shoot a fight, dance, or sports sequence and limits the choice of subject matter for the assignment to what is taught in this chapter — how to shoot a great chase.


CHAPTER 8



DIRECTING A FIGHT SEQUENCE

THE BASIC RULES

The science of shooting a fight sequence is quite basic. Reduced to its simplest terms the director’s job is to make that which is completely controlled and not violent look out of control and violent. The stuntmen never hit each other — hard. Their punches, kicks, head-butts, and other blows are all carefully choreographed to fall short of the mark or land without any damaging impact. To make a blow that is not violent and hurtful appear violent and hurtful the stuntmen have to first “sell” the blow. The man throwing the blow has to do so with good speed and range of motion. This makes the blow look big and forceful on camera. More important, the man receiving the blow has to throw his body back from the point of impact, miming the force with which the blow landed.

If the stuntmen do a good job of “selling” each blow, and if the stunt coordinator choreographs a fight that appears spontaneous, then the director can make the fight look wild and violent on film by simply making sure that he shoots each blow from a minimum of two different angles that effectively convey either: (1) impact, or (2) range of motion. Showing impact makes the fight look violent. Showing range of motion makes it look wild and out of control.

Of the two, impact is the most important, because without it, the fight immediately becomes phony. The best way to make a punch look like it landed with damaging impact is to shoot it with the long (or telephoto) lens from either in front of or behind the stuntman who takes the punch. The on-axis position of the camera disguises the fact that the blow actually fell short.

By contrast the best way to convey the range of motion of a punch or a kick is in a wider, off-axis shot that shows each fighter from head to toe or from the knees up. Even though these more off-axis shots sometimes reveal that punch or kick never landed they are needed because they: 1) make the fight look real by showing the full range of motion of moves the stuntmen make when they throw their bodies back from the point of impact to mime the force with which a blow has landed, and 2) establish geography, which is key. In fight sequences, like dialogue sequences, it is necessary to establish and maintain geography throughout the scene. This is fully explained below, under The Importance of Mastering Fights.

The most efficient way to shoot a fight and make sure that you have a minimum of two angles on each blow that convey either impact or range of motion is to shoot it simultaneously with two matching over-the-shoulder shots. For the initial takes each camera operator shoots wide enough to show every move that every fighter makes in relation to the other fighter or fighters. With each successive take they shoot with tighter lenses until either the A camera or the B camera has a good tight shot on each blow.

This was the strategy utilized by my friend and colleague, John Badham, to shoot a fight sequence from the TV show Las Vegas. Badham had the two participants in the fight, James Lesure, playing the part of Mike, and Rick Peters, playing Tim, stand facing each other throwing punches and then filmed it with two cameras, one over Peters’ shoulder and one over Lesure’s shoulder. By shooting the fight with these two matching over-the-shoulder shots, first wide, and then tight, Badham could be certain that in the final edit of the fight he could be tight and on-axis when he needed to convey impact and he could be wider and more off-axis when he needed to convey range of motion and establish geography. The first half of the fight as shot by the A camera operator when wide can be seen in Figure 8.001 to 8.012. After he knew he had a good “print” take on the fight in the wide size, the A camera operator tightened up on his lens. This tighter coverage can be seen in Figure 8.013 to 8.026. The first half of the fight as shot by the B camera operator when wide can be seen in Figure 8.027 to 8.043. When the B camera operator tightened up on his lens in later takes what he shot can be seen in Figure 8.044 to 8.066.
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The uncut dailies of this fight from Las Vegas, as well as the final cut sequence, can be viewed online by following this link: http://hollywoodfilmdirecting.com/
directing-the-camera.html

In the final cut sequence the first punch in the fight is a big, roundhouse right that Lesure, the bald black actor, throws at Peters’ jaw. Peters is the lanky, white actor. Badham was able to use the wider angle to show Lesure wind up for the punch by bringing his fist behind his back before throwing it at Peters’ jaw (Figure 8.067 to 8.069). This effectively conveys range of motion. Then to sell the impact of Lesure’s fist landing on Peters’ jaw he was able to cut to the longer lens shot, since it made Peters’ jaw look bigger and closer to Lesure’s fist (Figure 8.070 to 8.072). Lesure’s fist actually passes in front of Peters’ jaw, missing it. (The “miss” is momentarily evident in Figure 8.070.) But because the shot is on-axis this is effectively disguised. On the whole, this “miss” looks like a “hit”, especially in Figure 8.071.

The best way to sell the force of the punch is to show the full range of motion of the fake reaction mimed by the stuntman who is pretending to have been hit. So Badham had the editor cut back out to the wide to see the full range of motion when Peters spins his body around and falls back on the car behind him, dramatically miming the way the force of a real punch would knock him backward (Figure 8.073 to 8.075).

THE TWO SETUP RULE

Having two pieces on each blow is absolutely key. With two pieces the editor and director have control and can shape the fight in editorial to make it appear violent and chaotic when it was not. This is how all the most successful directors working today shoot their fights. Look at any one of the Bourne or Dark Knight films or any of the successful, top-grossing action films that have come out since. Count the number of angles used to film each blow. You will come up with at least two, and in many cases, more.

There are four good reasons why a director should always aim to energize his fights by shooting each blow from at least two angles. Reason #1 is because with two angles you can convey both impact and range of motion. With one angle you can only show one or the other. And the whole actually exceeds the sum of the parts. By cutting back and forth between the two, the director can make the audience feel both more intensely.

Reason #2 is because montage generates energy. With two separate angles the editor and the director are able to shift the vantage point from which the audience views the fight. These shifts in vantage point energize the frame, especially if one is on-axis and the other is off-axis. So when Peters throws his first punch back at Lesure, Badham’s editor starts the punch in an on-axis shot on Lesure (Figure 8.076) and then cuts to a tight, straight side-angle on Peters’ fist traveling to Lesure’s jaw (Figure 8.077 to Figure 8.080) before cutting back to the tight shot over Peters’ shoulder to see the punch (seemingly) land on Lesure’s jaw (Figure 8.081 to Figure 8.083). The cut to the straight side-angle (Figure 8.077 to Figure 8.080) is a jarring cut. This is because the side-angle is more off-axis. For a fraction of a second, it throws the vantage point from which the audience views the fight out into the space between Peters and Lesure. This sudden, brief shift in the vantage point makes the audience feel like they are being hurtled around in space to view the fight, and this adds to the seeming chaos of the fight.

Reason #3 is that montage disguises the fact that a stunt fight is choreographed. If the audience is allowed to watch the fight without interruption from a single vantage point, it will very quickly become apparent that they are watching a series of well-planned maneuvers executed by actors or stuntmen who are not hitting each other and doing any damage.

Many low-budget, martial arts films suffer from this flaw. The makers of these films mistakenly assume that the more blows thrown in a fight, the better. So they stage a fight in which two to three hundred blows are thrown, but because their time and money are limited, they can only shoot the fight from five to ten different angles. This approach makes a fight sequence look like men dancing around throwing their arms and legs at each other and never landing a punch. If you turn down the soundtrack, which is loaded to the brim with the sound of breaking bones, and furious shouts of “Yeow! Ugh! Yahh!”, suddenly, that which is supposed to be violent and spontaneous, immediately looks like a well-choreographed dance, not unlike a performance by the all-male Les Ballets Trockedero de Monte Carlo.
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Reason #4 for shooting each blow for two angles is because with two angles an editor can often shape the character of the blow. He can repeat the motion of the punch. This slows it down, but makes it seem heavier and more powerful. Or he can eliminate frames between the A side of the cut and the B side of the cut. This accelerates the punch and makes it look like it was delivered too quickly to be blocked.

The editor of the fight sequence from Las Vegas uses this strategy to slow down Peters’ punches and to speed up Lesure’s. This editorial technique, in tandem with the fight choreography, reinforces the story point that Lesure’s character (Mike) is a superior fighter who is intentionally allowing Peters’ character (Nick) to beat him up, until the end of the fight, when he suddenly puts his opponent down with one powerful punch.

To slow down Peters’ second punch in this fight and make it look heavy and ponderous the editor starts the punch in the B camera, long lens shot over Lesure’s shoulder. He lets the entire punch play out in this shot. We see Peters cock his left arm, bring his fist past Lesure’s jaw, and follow through (Figure 8.084 to 8.087). Then the editor shows us the same punch for a second time. He cuts back to the A camera, long lens shot over Peters’ shoulder at the point where Peters’ fist is in mid-air headed for Lesure’s jaw (Figure 8.088) and lets the fist cross Lesure’s jaw for a second time (Figure 8.088 to 8.091). This allows the audience to see the same punch twice in rapid succession. The final result is that punch appears powerful, but lumbering and slow — a punch that Lesure deliberately lets hit him.

Conversely, the editor shrinks rather than expands the screen time of the last punch in the fight — the one with which Lesure puts Peters down for good — in order to make it look lightning fast and unexpected. He does this by using the long lens shot over Lesure’s shoulder to show him start the punch. In this angle Lesure cocks his arm and then brings it halfway up (Figure 8.092 to 8.094). But then, rather than show Lesure’s fist cross Peters’ jaw, the editor cuts into the next shot — the wide shot over Peters’ shoulder — after Lesure’s fist has passed Peters’ jaw and entered into its follow-through (Figures 8.095 to Figure 8.097). By eliminating frames from the A side of the cut to the B side of the cut, the editor is able to shorten the screen time of the punch. This accelerates the punch and makes it look like a knock-out blow — the kind of punch that Lesure could deliver and put Peters down before Peters knew what hit him.

And, as in the first punch in the fight, what most effectively “sells” the punch and makes it look violent and out of control (when it was harmless and choreographed) is the way that Peters mimes his reaction to the force of the punch that never hit him by throwing himself backward onto the ground. To convey the full range of motion of this mimed reaction and help make it look violent, the editor cuts back to the long lens shot over Lesure’s shoulder, which show Peters hitting the ground (Figure 8.098 to 8.102).

Since it is absolutely essential to have two angles on every blow, the only logical way to shoot a fight is with two cameras and two operators. With two cameras everybody who is getting paid to be on the set — actors, stuntmen, crew, caterers, drivers, etc. — only have to be there half as long, and so the fight will cost half as much to shoot. Any line producer who will not supply his director with an extra operator and assistant to film a fight is cutting off his nose to spite his face. The second camera enables the director to produce a fight that is exponentially superior.
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SEGMENTS AND COVERAGE

To shoot the fight for Las Vegas, Badham kept Peters and Lesure standing more or less on the same two marks and filmed them first with a wide lens and then with successively tighter lenses from more or less the same two camera positions. Again, this is the most efficient way to shoot a fight and make it come to life by following the Two Setup Rule. Badham and the DP, John Newby (who, in all fairness, is probably responsible for at least half of the decisions I attribute above exclusively to Badham), wisely kept it as simple as possible because they were shooting exterior night and had to light everything. Once they set the lights and started shooting, they did not have to relight much (if at all), because the fighters stayed on the same marks. This was a wise strategy, given that they were shooting on the limited budget of an episodic series TV show. Most first-time directors will be similarly constrained by the limitations of the budget of their debut film, and would be advised to adopt this same strategy when shooting a fight, exterior night. But if you are shooting your fight during the day, you can make your fight longer, more varied and interesting by having your fighters fight from room to room to room, if you are shooting interior, or from spot to spot to spot, if you are shooting exterior.

Not only does this make the fight more varied and interesting, it also makes it easier to shoot. If the fighters fight from A to B to C then you shoot a master of the A segment of the fight and all the coverage you need of the A segment before moving on to the B segment and shooting a master and coverage of that segment. Since only five to ten blows are thrown in each segment, this enables everyone — the director, the DP, and the operators — to retain an exact picture in their mind’s eye of each blow and piece of the action so that they can make sure they shoot all the pieces of coverage needed to make the action come alive. This way you do not waste time rewinding your footage to check if you have all the coverage you need.

To illustrate this strategy for a directing class, I invited Randy Hall, a stunt coordinator I had worked with, and two stuntmen to stage a fight in a classroom. I then shot the fight using two video cameras, which played through monitors in the classroom. The classroom was an amphitheater-style classroom.

In Segment A (not shown) Mr. Dark chases Mr. Blond into the classroom and down the steps into the pit of the amphitheater, where he tackles him. Figure 8.103 to 8.120 shows how we covered the next segment of the fight — Segment B — in a wide master that shows both fighters from head to toe. At the end of this segment Blond knocks Dark out of the left side of the frame and then goes out of frame after him (Figure 8.117 to Figure 8.120). The fight then continued in another part of the room and this portion of the fight, which could be considered Segment C, was covered in a separate master with separate coverage.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF MASTERING FIGHTS

Shooting a fight is like shooting a chase because both are action sequences and so the way to make them great is to:

1. Put the camera in the right place.

2. Put the right lens on the camera.

3. Get the right number of pieces (of coverage).

However, the way you go about doing the above when shooting a fight is often different from the way you go about shooting a chase. When you shoot a fight (or a dance sequence) you do it much as you would shoot a dialogue scene. First, you shoot a master showing everything that everyone in the fight does to everyone else. Then you shoot the necessary coverage.

But, when you are shooting a chase, you avoid shooting a master — a shot wide enough to see both parties in the chase in the same frame — because such a shot would be a tie-in shot, and, as I explained in the previous chapter, tie-in shots in chases are more trouble than they are worth. (You establish and maintain geography in a chase using only tighter pieces of coverage. See pages 142 to 147 in Chapter 7, above, for an explanation of how this is done.)

But it is counterproductive to try to establish and maintain geography in a fight using only coverage shots. Even though the tighter shots do a better job of making the fight look violent and out of control, they often fail to reveal exactly who is doing what to whom. They can conceal geography. When this happens the editor needs to be able to cut out to a wider shot that shows the fighters from head to toe — a master. These masters re-establish geography and enable the audience to continue to piece together in their mind’s eye a complete picture of everything that happens in the fight from beginning to end. Therefore these masters are needed to most effectively convey the all-important story of the fight.

Without the story, the fight lapses into a jumble of moving body parts. The story is needed to put the audience into the fight and convince them that throughout the fight things are going from bad to worse for the hero, until the very end, when the hero does something unforeseen and wonderful and triumphs. If you can thoroughly convince the audience that the hero is on the verge of extinction, you fill them with dread. In this you have the makings of a great fight. To do this you need a wide shot master of everything that happens in the fight.

When shooting a dance sequence with three or more dancers, these masters are equally crucial. Again, they are needed to enable the audience to piece together in their mind’s eye a coherent picture of (almost) everything that each dancer does during the dance, as if they were watching the dance taking place on a stage. This view of the dance in its entirety is needed to fully appreciate the choreography and grasp the story or theme of the dance.

THE IMPORTANCE OF GOOD OPERATORS AND GOOD ASSISTANTS

Shooting with two operators and two cameras and no video tap is the most efficient way to shoot a fight. It is the only way to go if you are working low budget. But, it puts the director at the mercy of his camera operators and assistant cameramen. The final, edited version of the fight will only be as good as the operators and assistants. To some extent, this is true of all action sequences. Just as a director, no matter how good, cannot make a good movie without good actors and a good script, he cannot shoot a good action sequence without good operators and assistants (and good stuntmen).

As was explained in Chapter 7, the telephoto lenses require precision operation because they have very limited depth of field and field of vision. The opposite is the case with the extreme wide-angle lenses. Much of the famous foot chase in Point Break was shot with the extreme wide-angle lenses, and as this bears out, you can shoot an excellent chase relying almost exclusively on the wide-angle. So shooting a chase can be more forgiving when it comes to the demands on the operators and the assistants.

But the only good way to make a stunt punch look like a real punch is with the long lens in front of or behind the person who is being hit. This is the lens and the angle that sells the impact. The long lens is unforgiving and requires a good operator and a good assistant. And to make it more difficult, the operator has to frame up multiple blows that land in multiple places, so during each take he has to keep readjusting his frame and often his focus. For example, the first time Badham’s A camera operator framed up a tight shot on the fight for Las Vegas, he had to keep adjusting his frame so that he first had a good angle on Lesure’s roundhouse right (Figure 8.014 to 8.015, p. 165), then Peters’ right hook (Figure 8.019 to 8.021), then Peters’ left hook (Figure 8.022 to 8.023), then Peters’ gut punch (Figure 8.024 to 8.026), etc., until the end of the fight. This always looks easy when you view the finished product, shot by a great operator and a great assistant, such as the operators and assistants on Las Vegas. But operators and assistant cameramen on primetime TV shows get paid top dollar and are among the best in the business. When you direct your first low-budget feature you can only hope and pray you get operators and assistants who are that good. And the odds are that you will not.

In all likelihood, when you start out as a director, your operators and assistants will also be starting out and learning their craft. This will probably slow you down. It will take them more takes to get a print take on a segment of a fight. So, at the end of the day, you will have shot fewer pieces of coverage. This will limit your editor’s ability to jack up the energy of the fight in editorial. Therefore, the wisest plan of action is to keep your fights shorter and have each fighter throw fewer punches. Then, even though your crew is green and moving slowly, you will have enough time to shoot all the coverage you will need to make the fight convincingly violent and energetic.

THE JOY OF STUNTS

With that said, shooting fights can be a lot of fun. Action sequences are usually more fun than dialogue sequences and of all action sequences, fights are the most fun. What makes action fun is the general attitude of stuntmen, compared to actors.

Getting an actor to deliver his best performance can be excruciatingly difficult for a director. Some actors are completely professional and easy to work with. But, as a rule, actors usually range from prickly to impossible. Werner Herzog claims that Klaus Kinski threw so many tantrums during the shooting of Aguirre: the Wrath of God, the Amazon tribesmen working as extras on the film offered to do Herzog a favor and kill him. And yet, the film is great, to a large extent, because Kinski is brilliant in it. At the risk of oversimplifying it, I would say actors are difficult because their instrument — their emotions — are unpredictable, and this drives them crazy. An actor can never accurately predict if his performance is going to be good or great or uninspired; and, if it is great, he can never be certain exactly how he made it great. This makes them insecure and their insecurity makes them misbehave in a myriad of ways.

On the other hand, stuntmen can practice and perfect their stunts, just as circus acrobats or great ballet dancers can train themselves to do something seemingly impossible, like a grand jeté (the splits in mid-air) with effortless ease. Once they have learned it they can nail it every time. This tends to make stuntmen self-confident and sane.

But to prove to the world that they can do the stunt and to get paid a lot of money on a regular basis to do it, they need someone to put it on film. Once it is on film, it goes on the stuntman’s demo reel and his career is launched. So most stuntmen are inclined to beg the director to let him do the most sensational stunt he can do. If you want a stuntman to jump from a height in your film, and you walk up to a building together, with an eye to figure out which floor he will jump from, without fail, the stuntman will beg to jump off the top. Or as close to it as is humanly possible. The stuntmen almost always want to give it their all, or as they say, to “sell out.” Generally the stuntmen are as eager as the actors are reluctant.

This energizes the set in an electrifying way. Suddenly, the crew, the actors, the extras, the cops, everyone who is on the set wants to sell out. When you are shooting car chases, this energy tends to get dispersed, because the stuntmen and crew are spread out up and down a highway, often isolated in separate moving vehicles and communicating via walkie-talkie. But when you are shooting a fight this positive energy gets focused right around the cameras. The stuntmen know exactly where the lenses are and they are determined from the first shot to sell out as hard and as fast as they can right in front of the lens. The crew immediately picks up on this can-do attitude. They know when they are shooting a fight that the way to make it great is to shoot, shoot, shoot; to keep moving the cameras and changing the lenses and framing up new shots, so at the end of the day they have shot a record number of setups. When the stuntmen attack their end of the equation with such overwhelming zeal, the crew immediately follows suit. The result can be the most enjoyable, most productive working experience imaginable.

As I described in Chapter 7, to shoot a great action sequence, you cannot just shoot the stuntmen doing the stunts. You also must make the actors mimic the motions of the stuntmen who are doubling them, no matter how ridiculous it may seem at the time. It is the tight shots on Christian Bale’s face that convince the audience that Batman is in jeopardy and make Christopher Nolan’s Dark Knight films so suspenseful.

Even though actors, especially TV or movie stars, can be prickly and difficult, in my experience, if you are shooting a fight, and working with the stuntmen, usually the actors will do anything you want them to do in front of the camera. In part this is because the actors, like the crew, get swept up in the stuntmen’s orgy of productivity. But, to a greater extent, it is because the stuntmen are genuinely virile. What they do on the set makes them undeniably “real men” in a way that most male actors can only hope to be. This undeniable virility also makes the stuntmen attractive in the eyes of most actresses. So the actors, both male and female, are predisposed to emulate the stuntmen. When you start shooting a fight, suddenly, even your Klaus Kinski type is being helpful in the extreme. It can be a delight. Enjoy!


CHAPTER 8 SUMMARY POINTS

● The director can make the fight look wild and violent on film by simply making sure that he shoots each blow from a minimum of two different angles that effectively convey either: (1) impact, and/or (2) range of motion.

● The director can make it look like a punch landed with damaging impact if he shoots it with the long (or telephoto) lens from either in front of or behind the stuntman who takes the punch.

● The best way to sell the force of the punch is to show the full range of motion of the move the stuntman who takes the punch fakes in reaction to it.

● There are four good reasons why a director should always aim to energize his fights by shooting each blow from at least two angles:

1. Reason #1 is because one angle can be used to amplify the impact of the blow, while the second effectively conveys range of motion. By cutting back and forth between the two, the director can make the audience feel both more intensely.

2. Reason #2 is because montage generates energy. With two angles, the editor and the director are able to shift the vantage point from which the audience views the fight. These shifts in vantage point energize the frame.

3. Reason #3 is that montage disguises the fact that a stunt fight is choreographed.

4. Reason #4 is because with two angles an editor can often shape the character of the blow.

● When you are shooting a fight exterior night, to save time and money, keep the fighters standing (more or less) on the same marks. This minimizes the lighting.

● If you are shooting your fight during the day, or at night with available light, you can make your fight longer, more varied, and more interesting by having your fighters fight from room to room to room, if you are shooting interior, or from spot to spot to spot, if you are shooting exterior.

● If you divide your fight into segments and choreograph it so it moves from spot to spot — from A to B — then you can shoot faster because you do not have to use video tap and/or rewind to decide on your coverage.

● Since it is absolutely essential to have two angles on every blow, the only logical way to shoot a fight is with two cameras and two operators.

● It is better to do a shorter fight and be able to cover each blow with at least two setups than to do a longer fight and not be able to shoot enough coverage to make the fight explode off the screen. This is especially true when shooting with an inexperienced crew that is moving slowly.

● When shooting fights, you need to shoot masters, because you need a head-to-toe shot on everyone in the fight in order to show the audience who is on top, who is on the bottom, who is winning, and who is losing, because in this is contained the story of the fight.

● Just as a director, no matter how good, cannot make a good movie without good actors and a good script, he cannot shoot a good action sequence without good camera operators and good assistants.

● As a rule, if a stuntman thinks it will look great on screen, he will eagerly do anything the director asks him to do. This can-do attitude tends to electrify the set and make it a joy to shoot stunts.


FOR TEACHERS

Just like learning how to shoot a good moving master, learning how to shoot action sequences takes practice. The more the better. The best way for the student to fully absorb the lessons contained in all the above chapters dealing with action sequences — Chapters 4 through 8 — is to repeatedly apply the strategies for shooting action contained in those chapters to the endlessly diverse demands of different chase and fight sequences staged in different locations.

The teacher can initiate this process by requiring each student to shoot a chase or a fight sequence of his own design. The sequence should be two to three minutes long. It should have a clear beginning, middle, and end and there should be suspense built into the progression of the action. The scene should be long enough for the student to display his mastery of the techniques for using a camera to enhance action, but not so long as to result in an inadequately executed assignment.

The more ambitious and experienced students can fulfill this assignment by shooting a dance routine or the story of a climactic moment from a football, basketball, soccer, baseball, or lacrosse competition.

The best way to record, edit, hand in, and critique this action sequence is to follow the same procedures recommended at the end of Chapter 3 for completing the moving master assignment.

Specifically, this assignment can be shot handheld, using any consumer-grade, digital camera. If the student is going to attempt a fight, dance, or sports sequence, he should try to work with two or three cameras shooting at the same time. This is more demanding, but this is the professional approach and the students should be encouraged to try it. The sequence can be edited using any digital editing program, and handed in on DVD, USB drive, or whichever format is easiest to screen in the classroom.

The teacher should critique each assignment in the classroom. As described in the For Teachers section at the end of Chapter 3, it works best to use the Socratic Method, drawing all the students into the process of the critique so that they learn by detecting flaws in the work of their peers, and by formulating solutions to correct those flaws. As described at the end of Chapter 3, the in-class critique works best if the students whose work is going to be critiqued in class post their completed assignment on Vimeo or YouTube forty-eight hours before the class. The links to all the assignments are then passed on to all the students in the class using group email or a group web-posting site. All students are required to prepare a one-page written critique of each assignment, which they will hand in after class for a grade. The critique should identify all the areas that can be improved and make suggestions for improvements. This assignment facilitates in-class discussion and usually results in a very constructive critique of each assignment. Students today are programmed by our educational system to work hardest when a grade is in the balance, so having them prepare a critique prior to class for a grade will push them to learn more both before and during each class.

Those students who have grown up playing video games and religiously attending the Hollywood tentpole movies should enjoy this assignment. If they have picked up a video camera prior to becoming film students, the chances are good they have already shot a number of action sequences of their own design. They will be eager to put into practice everything they have learned from this book about shooting action.

Many film students have practiced martial arts at some stage in their youth or have friends who are adept martial artists. For these, staging a fight should be an interesting and enjoyable challenge.

If, for whatever reason, staging a fight is not within the realm of possibility, every student who studies the lessons taught in Chapter 7 should be able to design a good chase by finding as many narrow spaces as possible to route their chase through, and then shooting two of their friends running through those spaces. To a large extent, the physical layout of the locations determines the best visual design for a chase. In this way, a good chase designs itself.

If the teacher wants to make the assignment appealing to those students who are not enthusiastic about shooting a fight or chase, it can be broadened to include a dance sequence or an action sequence from any team sport, such as basketball, football, or soccer. The strategies taught in the chapter above for heightening the action in a fight can all be used to visually intensify the action of a dance or a sports sequence.

There is one added difficulty involved in successfully shooting a dance or a sports action sequence. Unlike a fight or a chase, a dance or a sports sequence usually involves more than two participants. The demands of maintaining continuity between different setups will increase with each additional participant. The teacher is advised that those students who undertake to do a dance or a sports sequence will need a superior understanding of shot continuity.

It is also wise to emphatically forbid the students to attempt to do any action sequence involving moving vehicles, with the exception of a bicycle chase. Specifically forbid this, or one of your more foolhardy students is bound to try it. And even a bicycle chase should be done with great caution, at moderate speed, and with as much adult supervision as is deemed wise.

The good news is that learning how to shoot action sequences is comparatively easy. Of all the elements of craft that must be at a professional director’s command — script breakdown, directing actors, politics on and off the set, shooting with a moving camera, to name a few — directing action is the easiest to master. Along with scheduling and budgeting for directors, it takes the least amount of raw talent and can be fully learned through diligent study and repeated practice.


CONCLUSION

I started working as a professional director in Hollywood in 1980. That was thirty-three years ago. I spent the first half of those thirty-three years learning my craft the best way possible — by doing — by directing episodic TV, rock videos, and feature films. I spent the last half of those thirty-three years teaching what I had learned. What I have put in this book are the lessons about directing that can be most effectively taught and learned.

There are three crucial skills that every successful director uses to make great films. He must understand how to tell a story on film. He must be able to elicit great performances from his actors. And he must direct the camera so that his images are the most powerful visual expression of his story.

Having taught all three of these skills for eighteen years I have discovered that the first two — script writing/development and directing actors — can only be taught and learned to a limited extent, whereas the last — directing the camera — can be fully and effectively taught and learned.

Books on script writing/development and directing actors are useful up to a point. But to write a great screenplay you need an ear for great dialogue and a powerful imagination, and these are God-given talents. Similarly, the ability to say something to an actor that inspires his performance is intuited by the director and successfully communicated to the actor in the heat of the exchange between them. It is mostly second nature and cannot be taught.

However, the camera is an instrument. Given a certain input it always produces the same result. The masters of visual design have all used the camera in the same way to produce the same superior results. These techniques for successfully directing the camera are described in this book. My experience as a teacher assures me that if a student studies them and learns them, the student can use the camera in the same way as the masters of visual design to produce the same superior results.

A little information goes a long way in the study of visual design. Bob Zemeckis explained to me why the audience must never see the camera move and how to move it so they never see it. I have passed that information on to all my students, and, once they grasped it, they were able to always move their camera so the audience never saw the camera move, employing the same techniques that have been used by every great director from D. W. Griffith to James Cameron to achieve the exact same result.

In addition to learning these key elements of craft, the student must put them into practice repeatedly in order to attain a professional level of competence. The more practice the better. This is because, as I explain in the book, the rules, such as Bob’s Rule (see page 10), are simple. They are simple science and can be learned like math. However, every scene in every movie is unique, and requires a unique application of the rules to devise the very best visual design for that scene. The only way to become proficient at tailoring the rules to the unique requirements of a scene is by doing it over and over and noting how certain applications yield better results under certain circumstances.

If an aspiring director does the above, he will be prepared to succeed as a director in today’s film industry. He will know how to direct the camera to tell a story on film employing the same techniques as Hitchcock, Kubrick, and Spielberg. No other directorial skill is more useful, or in greater demand. This is because, in the world of professional filmmaking, that which goes into the script is carefully controlled by those who are paying for the production. In addition, most successful actors are able to elicit their best performance on their own without the assistance of a director. Therefore, being a great scriptwriter or a great director of actors is a sufficient but not necessary condition for success.

More than anything else, what a director is paid to do and expected to do expertly is direct the camera. In the last thirty years, the visual side of filmmaking has become increasingly powerful and complex. The ability to generate a film that looks like what a modern audience expects a film to look like has become the director’s primary responsibility. It sucks up most of the money needed to make a film and so those directors who always return brilliant results when using images to tell a story, in the tradition of Hitchcock, Kubrick, and Spielberg, will be the most in demand. These trends are accelerating, so, in the future, the requirement that, above all else, a director must be an expert at directing the camera will become increasingly true. All those who aspire to direct can use the lessons in this book to acquire that expertise.
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Master Shots gives filmmakers the techniques they need to execute complex, original shots on any budget. By using powerful master shots and well-executed moves, directors can develop a strong style and stand out from the crowd. Most low-budget movies look low-budget, because the director is forced to compromise at the last minute. Master Shots gives you so many powerful techniques that you’ll be able to respond, even under pressure, and create knockout shots. Even when the clock is ticking and the light is fading, the techniques in this book can rescue your film, and make every shot look like it cost a fortune.
Each technique is illustrated with samples from great feature films and computer-generated diagrams for absolute clarity.
“The camera is just a tool, and anyone who thinks making a movie is about knowing how to use a camera is destined to fail. In Master Shots, Christopher Kenworthy offers an excellent manual for using this tool to create images that arouse emotional impact and draw the viewer into the story. No matter what camera you’re using, don’t even think about turning it on until you’ve read this book!”
— Catherine Clinch, publisher MomsDigitalWorld.com
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MASTER SHOTS VOL 2
100 WAYS TO SHOOT GREAT DIALOGUE SCENES
CHRISTOPHER KENWORTHY
Building on the success of the best-selling Master Shots, this book goes much deeper, revealing the great directors’ secrets for making the most of the visual during the usual static dialogue scene. A strong scene is determined from where you put the camera and how you position and direct your actors. This is especially true when shooting dialogue. The techniques in Master Shots, Vol. 2 ensure that every plot point, every emotion, and every subtle meaning is communicated clearly.
This is the first book to show how important it is to shoot dialogue well. What’s the point of opening your scene with a great camera move, if you then just shoot the actors like a couple of talking heads? Master Shots, Vol. 2 gives you control of dialogue scenes, whether you’re shooting two characters or a room filled with multiple conversations.
Using examples from well-known films, the book gives 100 techniques, lavishly illustrated with movie frame-grabs, and overhead diagrams, to show exactly what you need to get the required result. At all times, the techniques have been broken down to their core points, so they will work on a fully equipped Hollywood set, or with the most basic video camera.
“A terrific sequel to the first Master Shots. If there’s a cool way to move the camera, Kenworthy has explained it to us. I can’t wait to get this book into my students’ hands.”
— John Badham, director, Saturday Night Fever, WarGames; author, I’ll Be in My Trailer
“Master Shots, Vol 2 will inspire every filmmaker to think carefully about placement and movement of actors as seen through the camera lens. This book increases the reader’s appreciation for the critical work of the cinematographer and the director as they speak the language of film through images.”
— Mary J. Schirmer, screenwriter, screenwriting instructor, www.screenplayers.net
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CHRISTOPHER KENWORTHY
Master Shots has been one of the most successful filmmaking book series of all time. Master Shots Vol 1, 2nd edition and Master Shots Vol 2 have generated cumulative sales of more than 60,000 copies and critical acclaim throughout the world. In this new volume, Kenworthy helps directors define their vision in every shot. This book provides the techniques to make a breakthrough film.
“Master Shots Vol 3 offers fabulous insight into the purpose behind each shot. I’m so thankful for this book — it’s my new secret weapon!”
— Trevor Mayes, Screenwriter/Director
“Finally! Someone has had the cleverness, initiative, and imagination to set down on paper a film language that has been passed down and amalgamated only by word of mouth since the days of Méliès and D. W. Griffith. Like Dr. Johnson’s Dictionary of the English Language, Christopher Kenworthy’s Master Shots series seeks to make tangible and permanent what otherwise might be gone with the wind.”
— John Badham, Director, Saturday Night Fever, WarGames, Short Circuit; Author, I’ll Be in My Trailer and John Badham on Directing; Professor of Media Arts, The Dodge School, Chapman University
“A fascinating look at amazingly simple ways to use the camera, making this an essential read for anyone looking to hone the craft of visual storytelling.”
— Erin Corrado, www.onemoviefiveviews.com
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FIRST TIME DIRECTOR
HOW TO MAKE YOUR BREAKTHROUGH MOVIE
GIL BETTMAN
FOREWORD BY ROBERT ZEMECKIS
The first time director needs all the help he or she can get, especially on the set. That’s what this book delivers. In the highly competitive marketplace where too many films vie for too little screen space, first time directors must meet the visual standards as established by Spielberg, Scorsese, and Stone. A tall order for any novice, but Gil Bettman arms you with the no-nonsense information and strategies to meet these ideals.
You’ll learn:
• Walking the tightrope: How to maximize the director-producer relationship
• Going for the gold: Why “casting” is a job that never ends
• “Eye candy:” How to move your camera like Spielberg
• Silver bullets: Three quick fixes to make bad actors better and good actors great
• Lens craft: The under-appreciated art of picking lenses that heighten drama
• Teambuilding: How to make sure your key players on the set are all on the same page — and happy to be there
• Before and after: How to stay on top of the pre-and postproduction details that count the most
This book will enable you to pull form from chaos and make the best film possible — no matter your resources.
“Gil Bettman has lucidly set down the ABCs of directing so that dedicated students can learn exactly what will be required of them when they step onto a set.”
— from the Foreword by Robert Zemeckis, Director, The Polar Express; Cast Away; What Lies Beneath; Contact; Forrest Gump; Back to the Future I, II, & III; Who Framed Roger Rabbit; Romancing the Stone
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THE WORKING FILM DIRECTOR – 2ND EDITION
HOW TO ARRIVE, SURVIVE & THRIVE IN THE DIRECTOR’S CHAIR
CHARLES WILKINSON
There are many books on the art of directing. The Working Film Director is the only book about the career itself. Building on the success and popularity of the 1st edition of The Working Director, this new edition adds entirely new and up-to-the-minute focus on the current world of the entry-level filmmaker, the filmmaker looking to move up, and the director who’s fighting to reinvent a once promising career. Readers learn where filmmakers find the filmmaking skills they need, how to approach the so-critical first film, how to land that first directing job, and how to get a suddenly silent phone to start ringing again. Using examples from his three decades directing high-profile productions, writer/director Charles Wilkinson shares a thousand lessons learned by himself and his fellow working directors.
This book demystifies the art of maintaining a career in directing film and television, dramatically illustrating how much of what it takes to work as a director actually has little to do with the technical side of directing. The book offers insights into how to cope with the unique emotional and social demands of the job, offering numerous tips on how to handle the intense levels of competition for every single project, and presenting vital insights on how to recognize, avoid, and even reverse the many career-busting missteps dotting the minefield that every successful director must face.
“A must-read for anyone interested in making film or television their career, as well as those interested in film in general. I have never read a more comprehensive and informative study of the working director going through their creative paces.”
— Brent Karl Clackson, Producer, Dead Like Me, The Highlander, The Outer Limits
[image: ]
CHARLES WILKINSON is an award-winning writer/director. His recent documentary, Down Here, received critical and audience success on the international festival circuit. His current film, Peace Out, was named Most Popular Canadian Documentary at the 2011 Vancouver International Film Festival as well as at the 2012 Available Light International Film Festival.
$26.95 | 300 PAGES | ORDER NUMBER 190RLS | ISBN: 9781615931323


[image: ]


CINEMATOGRAPHY FOR DIRECTORS
A GUIDE FOR CREATIVE COLLABORATION
JACQUELINE B. FROST
The essential handbook for directors and aspiring filmmakers who want to get the best visuals for their films while establishing a collaborative relationship with their cinematographer.
Through balancing interviews with working ASC cinematographers and the technical, aesthetic, and historical side of cinematography, this book guides directors toward a more powerful collaboration with their closest ally, the cinematographer. Topics include selecting a cinematographer, discussing the script with the cinematographer, choosing the appropriate visual style for the film, color palette, various film and HD formats, and postproduction processes including the digital intermediate.
“I urge all aspiring filmmakers to read Cinematography for Directors. Frost has the ability to put the director at ease by bringing clarity to the notoriously elusive relationship between the filmmaker and the cinematographer . . . The numerous thrilling interviews she conducts create an empowering message: that the dynamic between the director and their cinematographer can be a relationship of understanding, ease, humor, passion and, above all, true collaboration.”
— Bryce Dallas Howard, Actress (Terminator Salvation, Spider-Man 3, As You Like It, Lady in the Water, The Village), Writer, Producer, Director
“Far too few books about the filmmaking process address the complex, challenging, and intensely collaborative relationship that exists between the director and the cinematographer. Drawing on her vast experience as a working cinematographer and as a film school professor, Frost deftly combines her clear appreciation of the profession of cinematography with a pragmatic guide for how to accomplish these often startling and culturally-significant moments of visual artistry”
— Denise Mann, Head, UCLA Producers Program; Associate Professor, Department of Film, TV, Digital Media, University of California, Los Angeles
JACQUELINE B. FROST has been teaching film and video production and film history for twenty years at various universities including Miami, Penn State University, and the University of Oklahoma. She currently teaches cinematography and advanced film production at California State University, Fullerton where she is an Associate Professor. She regularly teaches a course through the UCLA extension entitled, Cinematography for Directors, on which the book is based. In addition to teaching, Jacqueline has been the cinematographer on numerous sort films, independent feature films, and documentaries that have been screened in film festivals.
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In a dark time, a light bringer came along, leading the curious and the frustrated to clarity and empowerment. It took the well-guarded secrets out of the hands of the few and made them available to all. It spread a spirit of openness and creative freedom, and built a storehouse of knowledge dedicated to the betterment of the arts.

The essence of the Michael Wiese Productions (MWP) is empowering people who have the burning desire to express themselves creatively. We help them realize their dreams by putting the tools in their hands. We demystify the sometimes secretive worlds of screenwriting, directing, acting, producing, film financing, and other media crafts.

By doing so, we hope to bring forth a realization of ‘conscious media’ which we define as being positively charged, emphasizing hope and affirming positive values like trust, cooperation, self-empowerment, freedom, and love. Grounded in the deep roots of myth, it aims to be healing both for those who make the art and those who encounter it. It hopes to be transformative for people, opening doors to new possibilities and pulling back veils to reveal hidden worlds.

MWP has built a storehouse of knowledge unequaled in the world, for no other publisher has so many titles on the media arts. Please visit www.mwp.com where you will find many free resources and a 25% discount on our books. Sign up and become part of the wider creative community!
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Onward and upward,

Michael Wiese

Publisher/Filmmaker


MEDIA PROFESSIONALS • SCREENWRITERS •
INDEPENDENT FILMMAKERS
MICHAEL WIESE PRODUCTIONS
GIVES YOU INSTANT ACCESS
TO THE BEST BOOKS AND INSTRUCTORS
IN THE WORLD
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