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PREFACE TO THE 1957 EDITION

When a book is still alive at the age of fifty, it is no longer old. It
has found its place in time but has ceased to suffer from time'’s
corroding attacks. For better or worse, it now remains what it is.

There were periods when, in film schools and among film
devotees, this book was cast aside as hopelessly outstripped by
the progress of film art. If this is no longer the case, it is because
the book has changed its character. Its relation to the films of the
twenties, from which it took most of its examples, was that of a
handbook of physiology to an actual human body moving in the
light of day. At the same time, however, it was also a survey of
these early productions, of their experimentation in the medium
of silent imagery. This, of course, cannot be the book’s relation
to the films that were made after its publication during the sub-
sequent fifty years. What, then, justifies its persistent presence?

By still being read, the little treatise seems to prove that in
spite of all the changes that have taken place in their form, con-
tent, and function, films are still most genuinely effective when
they rely on the basic properties of the visual medium. To be
sure, the changes are considerable. The distinction between film
as art and as entertainment seems no longer to be on the minds
of those who make and use them. Are there still film critics, or
even theorists, who talk of art when they evaluate particular
works? There is much good content analysis in writings on film
today, much anatomy of grammar, and even philosophy; but the
authors tend to lavish the same care on commercial light-weight
films as on the rare masterwork. The difference between high
aesthetic quality and box-office success has become blurred, just
as respectable newspapers publish weekly lists of bestselling
books without indicating what kinds of distinction these listings
are intended to report on. Thus the very title of my book refers
not so much to what is as to what can be or ought to be.

By now, film, television, and theater, and even literary fiction
and the musical products of the recording industry have merged
in a common medium of popular story telling and entertain-



ment. The media work for one another, they adopt each other’s
wares, they compete. This social and economic fusion cannot
but homogenize the properties of form and content by which
each medium exerts its purest power over the human mind.

Yet, these pure powers of the medium are so intimately tied to
the needs of our nervous systems that the trends of a civilization
cannot simply undo them. There are still those flashes of genuine
film imagery now and then. There is still the eloquence of authen-
ticity in landscapes and streets, in catastrophe and beauty, and
in the spontaneous truth of human behavior. Among our young
people there is still the fascination with making and absorbing
their own films. The accomplishments of which this book offers
early testimony may be dispersed, rare, hidden; but they con-
tinue to haunt us.

R.A.
Ann Arbor, Michigan
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1957

A PERSONAL NOTE

The writings that are here collected date back to the
thirties. The first part of the book is taken from Film,
written and published under the title Film als Kunst
in Germany, shortly before Hitler came to power. An
English translation by L. M. Sieveking and Ian F. D.
Morrow was published in 1933 in London by Faber
and Faber, who graciously gave permission for this
partial republication. The book has been out of print
for many years. The articles written in 1933 and 1934 in
Rome for the projected Enciclopedia del Cinema are
printed here for the first time. I have translated them
from the German manuscripts. “A Forecast of Tele-
vision” was published in Intercine, a periodical of the
International Institute for Educational Film, in Febru-
ary 1935. “A New Laocodn” is translated from the
original Italian text, which appeared in 1938 in Bianco
e Nero, a monthly connected with the State film school
in Rome. _

To go back to my writings about film means more
than retracing my steps. It means reopening a closed
chapter. The reader of this book will find that film is,
to me, a unique experiment in the visual arts which
took place in the first three decades of this century. In
its pure state it survives in the private efforts of a few
courageous individuals; and occasional flares, reminis-
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cent of a distinguished past, light up the mass produc-
tion of the film industry, which permitted the new
medium to become a comfortable technique for popu-
lar storytelling. Correspondingly, the author of this
book has changed from a monomaniac, who sank into
his studies of the motion picture whatever he had
learned about psychology and art, to a stray customer,
who gratefully enjoys—a few times a year—the screen
performances of intelligent artists and for the rest refers
to the film in his lectures and writings when a contri-
bution of the animated photograph serves to illustrate
a particular point. Thus in a recent book, Art and
Visual Perception, film and filmlike effects carry much
of the chapter on motion.

Compared with the broader aspects of artistic vision,
which have absorbed my attention lately, film seems a
limited subject. Yet what attracted the young student
in the twenties was not only the new, phantastic, in-
quisitive, aggressive, and sentimental play of moving
shadows in itself, but also a critical challenge to cer-
tain principles of theory. It frequently happens that a
guiding theme, whose development will occupy a
man’s later life, takes shape around his twentieth year.
At about that time I started to make copious notes on
what I called Materialtheorie. It was a theory meant to
show that artistic and scientific descriptions of reality
are cast in molds that derive not so much from the
subject matter itself as from the properties of the
medium—or Material—employed. I was impressed by
the geometrically and numerically simple forms, by the
regularity and symmetry found in early cosmologies as
well as in Bohr’s atomic model, in philosophical sys-
tems, and in the art of primitives and children. At the
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time, my teachers Max Wertheimer and Wolfgang
Kohler were laying the theoretical and practical foun-
dations of gestalt theory at the Psychological Institute
of the University of Berlin, and I found myself fasten-
ing on to what may be called a Kantian turn of the
new doctrine, according to which even the most ele-
mentary processes of vision do not produce mechanical
recordings of the outer world but organize the sensory
raw material creatively according to principles of
simplicity, regularity, and balance, which govern the
receptor mechanism.

This discovery of the gestalt school fitted the notion
that the work of art, too, is not simply an imitation or
selective duplication of reality but a translation of
observed characteristics into the forms of a given
medium. Now obviously, when art was thus asserted
to be an equivalent rather than a derivative, photog-
raphy and film represented a test case. If a mechanical
reproduction of reality, made by machine, could be art,
then the theory was wrong. In other words, it was the
precarious encounter of reality and art that teased me
into action. I undertook to show in detail how the
very properties that make photography and film fall
short of perfect reproduction can act as the necessary
molds of an artistic medium. The simplicity of this
thesis and the obstinate consistency of its demonstra-
tion explain, I believe, why a quarter of a century
after the publication of Film the book is—still and
again—consulted, asked for, and stolen from libraries.

The first part of Film, which develops the thesis, has
worn reasonably well and is reproduced here practically
complete under the headings “Film and Reality” and
“The Making of a Film.” I have omitted much of the
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rest: some of the chapters tangled with tasks for which
respectable techniques are now available, such as my
sketchy “content analysis” of the standard movie
ideology; others dealt with temporary questions—for
example, the early fumblings of the sound film—now
mercifully forgotten. The translation of what is left has
been revised sentence by sentence, and many a puz-
zling statement attributed to me in the earlier edition
is now restored to its intended meaning.

More of a problem than the barrier of language,
however, was the distance in time. I found myself
dealing with my writings as though with the work of
a favorite student: pleased to have engendered a kin-
dred mind, a little worried perhaps at his precocious
possession of thoughts I cherished as my own, more
ruthless in condemnation and correction than when
less involved, and yet as meticulous as affection de-
mands. This means that in editing and translating the
material I have tried to preserve the meaning rather
than the word, the argument rather than the sentence;
I have eliminated details that sounded redundant or
untenable, built qualifications into brash assertions,
tightened loose reasoning. But nothing substantial is
changed. I have not added anything, not tried to bring
things up to date either with regard to my own think-
ing or to the technological progress and the film pro-
duction of the intervening years. Some technical refer-
ences will sound quaint to the expert of today. No film
cited is less than twenty years old, and most of them
are much older. I do not consider this a defect. Nothing
of what has happened in the meantime seems to me
new enough in principle to require inclusion in a book
that is not a chronicle but a theory of film, except



perhaps the remarkable blossoming of the “abstract”
film—the beginnings of what someday will be the
great art of painting in motion. As to my own position,
I still believe what I believed then, and I find that my
predictions have been borne out. The talking film is still
a hybrid medium, which lives from whatever fragments
of the visual language were salvageable and from the
beauty of the creatures, things, and thoughts it repro-
duces; the color film, incapable of controlling its
multidimensional instrument, has never gone beyond
tasteful “color schemes”; the stereoscopic film is still
unrealizable technically, and in its recent substitutes
has increased the realism of the performance to the
extent of requiring first-aid stations in the theaters
without exploiting the new resources artistically; the
wide screen, finally, has gone a long way toward
destroying the last pretenses of a meaningfully organ-
ized image. The critics, to be sure, still find occasion
for the highest praise, but then, as a matter of survival,
their standards shift with the times. In the meantime,
television viewers are noticing that live performances
are better than “canned” ones. This sounds like the
knell of justice for the illusionists: he who vies with
nature deserves to lose!

A word should be said about the Italian writings
collected in this book. The International Institute for
Educational Film, established in Rome by the League
of Nations, reached beyond the scope that was defined
by its name. When I joined the staff in 1933, its enter-
prising director, Dr. Luciano de Feo, had begun to
collect from experts all over the world material for an
encyclopedia which was to cover in two large volumes
the historical, artistic, social, technical, educational,
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and juridical aspects of the motion picture. The work,
which was to be published by Ulrico Hoepli in Milan,
was in page proof when Italy left the League of Na-
tions in 1938 and all large-scale activity of the institute
ceased. As one of the editors of the encyclopedia I
wrote many articles, of which two are selected here.
The longer piece, “The Thoughts That Made the Pic-
ture Move,” discusses the many quaint technical de-
vices that finally led to the inventions of Lumiére
and Edison; but instead of treating them in their
historical order, as has been done more completely by
others, it considers them as the stages of a thought
process that took place collectively in many brains.
“A New Laoco6n,” last in this collection, was also
last to be written. Exasperatingly quixotic though the
piece may appear even in this somewhat shortened
English version, it raises the basic aesthetic question
of how various media can be combined in one work of
art. By putting film in the context of the other arts, it
also broadens the basis of operation and leads on to
problems that lie beyond the covers of this book.
Something more hopeful and more helpful might
have been written, the reader may feel, if there had
been less insistence on “art” and more gratitude for
useful and enjoyable evenings spent in the movie
theater. Indeed there would be little justification for
an indictment that charged violation of this or that
aesthetic code. The issue is a more real one. Shape
and color, sound and words are the means by which
man defines the nature and intention of his life. In
a functioning culture, his ideas reverberate from his
buildings, statues, songs, and plays. But a population
constantly exposed to chaotic sights and sounds is
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gravely handicapped in finding its way. When the
eyes and ears are prevented from perceiving meaning-
ful order, they can only react to the brutal signals of
immediate satisfaction.

This book, then, is a book of standards. It will help
preserve the remnants of the attempts to reflect our
century in undisturbed animated images. It will trans-
mit some of the principles derived from that experience
to the new generation of devotees, who are crowding
the showings of the film societies, struggling as private
film makers, experimenting with amateur cameras,
trying to smuggle the goods into advertising and tele-
vision, or haunting the mansions of the motion-picture
industry. Trying to preserve the standards is worth
while. In the thirties, the Italian students who are now
the directors and script-writers of many of the admired
neorealistic ilms were hamstrung by Fascism. They
found an outlet in analyzing the classics of film art
and the texts of film theory with the fanatic devotion
of cloistered medieval scholars. Their imagination
and keen observation could hardly have borne such
remarkable fruit, were it not for the erudition and the
sense of quality acquired in those years. Their works
are full of good quotations.

These films and those of other talented artists, how-
ever, are also beset by the impurities that are so amply
diagnosed in this book. It is the business of the theorist
to inspect the tools and to ask that they be cleaner. At
the same time he is darkly aware of what the reckless
practice of thie arts has done to his standards in the
past and will do to them in the future. Having de-
livered his admonition, he secretly puts some trust in
the messy shrewdness that for so long has been the
hope of the human condition.
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SELECTIONS ADAPTED
FROM FILM

1 Film and Readlity

Film resembles painting, music, literature, and the
dance in this respect—it is a medium that may, but
need not, be used to produce artistic results. Colored
picture post cards, for instance, are not art and are
not intended to be. Neither are a military march, a
true confessions story, or a strip tease. And the movies
are not necessarily film art.

There are still many educated people who stoutly
deny the possibility that ilm might be art. They say,
in effect: “Film cannot be art, for it does nothing but
reproduce reality mechanically.” Those who defend
this point of view are reasoning from the analogy of
painting, In painting, the way from reality to the
picture lies via the artist’s eye and nervous system,
his hand and, finally, the brush that puts strokes on
canvas. The process is not mechanical as that of pho-
tography, in which the light rays reflected from the
object are collected by a system of lenses and are
then directed onto a sensitive plate where they pro-
duce chemical changes. Does this state of affairs

8
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justify our denying photography and film a place in
the temple of the Muses?

It is worth while to refute thoroughly and sys-
tematically the charge that photography and film are
only mechanical reproductions and that they there-
fore have no connection with art—for this is an ex-
cellent method of getting to understand the nature of
film art.

With this end in view, the basic elements of the
film medium will be examined separately and com-
pared with the corresponding characteristics of what
we perceive “in reality.” It will be seen how funda-
mentally different the two kinds of image are; and
that it is just these differences that provide film with
its artistic resources. We shall thus come at the same
time to understand the working principles of film art.

THE PROJECTION OF SOLIDS UPON A PLANE SURFACE

Let us consider the visual reality of some definite
object such as a cube. If this cube is standing on a
table in front of me, its position determines whether
I can realize its shape properly. If I see, for example,
merely the four sides of a square, I have no means of
knowing that a cube is before me, I see only a square
surface. The human eye, and equally the photo-
graphic lens, acts from a particular position and
from there can take in only such portions of the field
of vision as are not hidden by things in front. As the
cube is now placed, five of its faces are screened by
the sixth, and therefore this last only is visible. But
since this face might equally well conceal something
quite different—since it might be the base of a pyra-
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mid or one side of a sheet of paper, for instance—our
view of the cube has not been selected characteris-
tically.

We have, therefore, already established one im-
portant principle: If I wish to photograph a cube, it is
not enough for me to bring the object within range
of my camera. It is rather a question of my position
relative to the object, or of where I place it. The
aspect chosen above gives very little information as to
the shape of the cube. One, however, that reveals
three surfaces of the cube and their relation to one
another, shows enough to make it fairly unmistakable
what the object is supposed to be. Since our field of
vision is full of solid objects, but our eye (like the
camera) sees this field from only one station point at
any given moment, and since the eye can perceive
the rays of light that are reflected from the object
only by projecting them onto a plane surface—the
retina—the reproduction of even a perfectly simple
object is not a mechanical process but can be set
about well or badly.

The second aspect gives a much truer picture of
the cube than the first. The reason for this is that the
second shows more than the first—three faces instead
of only one. As a rule, however, truth does not depend
on quantity. If it were merely a matter of finding which
aspect shows the greatest amount of surface, the best
point of view could be arrived at by purely mechanical
calculation. There is no formula to help one choose
the most characteristic aspect: it is a question of
feeling. Whether a particular person is “more himself”
in profile than full face, whether the palm or the out-
side of the hand is more expressive, whether a particular
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mountain is better taken from the north or the west
cannot be ascertained mathematically—they are mat-
ters of delicate sensibility.

Thus, as a preliminary, people who contemptuously
refer to the camera as an automatic recording ma-
chine must be made to realize that even in the simplest
photographic reproduction of a perfectly simple ob-
ject, a feeling for its nature is required which is quite
beyond any mechanical operation. We shall see later,
by the way, that in artistic photography and film,
those aspects that best show the characteristics of a
particular object are not by any means always chosen;
others are often selected deliberately for the sake of
achieving specific effects.

REDUCTION OF DEPTH

How do our eyes succeed in giving us three-dimen-
sional impressions even though the flat retinae can
receive only two-dimensional images? Depth percep-
tion relies mainly on the distance between the two
eyes, which makes for two slightly different images.
The fusion of these two pictures into one image gives
the three-dimensional impression. As is well known,
the same principle is used in the stereoscope, for
which two photographs are taken at once, about the
same distance apart as the human eyes. This process
cannot be used for film without recourse to awkward
devices, such as colored spectacles, when more than
one person is to watch the projection. For a single
spectator it would be easy to make a stereoscopic film.
It would only mean taking two simultaneous shots
of the same incident a couple of inches apart and
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then showing one of them to each eye. For display to
a larger number of spectators, however, the problem
of stereoscopic film has not yet been solved satisfac-
torily—and hence the sense of depth in film pictures
is extraordinarily small. The movement of people or
objects from front to back makes a certain depth
evident—but it is only necessary to glance into a
stereoscope, which makes everything stand out most
realistically, to recognize how flat the film picture
is. This is another example of the fundamental dif-
ference between visual reality and film,

The effect of film is neither absolutely two-dimen-
sional nor absolutely three-dimensional, but something
between. Film pictures are at once plane and solid. In
Ruttmann’s flm Berlin there is a scene of two subway
trains passing each other in opposite directions. The
shot is taken looking down from above onto the two
trains. Anyone watching this scene realizes, first of
all, that one train is coming toward him and the other
going away from him (three-dimensional image). He
will then also see that one is- moving from the lower
margin of the screen toward the upper and the other
from the upper toward the lower (plane image).
This second impression results from the projection of
the three-dimensional movement onto the screen sur-
face, which, of course, gives different directions of mo-
tion.

The obliteration of the three-dimensional impres-
sion has as a second result a stronger accentuation of
perspective overlapping. In real life or in a stereo-
scope, overlapping is accepted as due merely to the
accidental arrangement of objects, but very marked
cuts result from superimpositions in a plane image. If
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a man is holding up a newspaper so that one corner
comes across his face; this corner seems almost to have
been cut out of his face, so sharp are the edges. More-
over, when the three-dimensional impression is lost,
other phenomena, known to psychologists as the con-
stancies of size and shape, disappear. Physically, the im-
age thrown onto the retina of the eye by any object in
the field of vision diminishes in proportion to the
square of the distance. If an object a yard distant is
moved away another yard, the area of the image on
the retina is diminished to one-quarter of that of the
first image. Every photographic plate reacts similarly.
Hence in a photograph of someone sitting with his feet
stretched out far in front of him the subject comes
out with enormous feet and much too small a head.
Curiously enough, however, we do not in real life get
impressions to accord with the images on the retina.
If a man is standing three feet away and another
equally tall six feet away, the area of the image of
the second does not appear to be only a quarter of
that of the first. Nor if a man stretches out his hand
toward one does it look disproportionately large. One
sees the two men as equal in size and the hand as
normal. This phenomenon is known as the constancy
of size. It is impossible for most people—excepting
those accustomed to drawing and painting, that is,
artificially trained—to see according to the image on
the retina. This fact, incidentally, is one of the rea-
sons the average person has trouble copying things
“correctly.” Now an essential for the functioning of
the constancy of size is a clear three-dimensional
impression; it works excellently in a stereoscope with
an ordinary photograph, but hardly at all in a film
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picture. Thus, in a film picture, if one man is twice as
far from the camera as another, the one in front looks
very considerably the taller and broader.

It is the same with the constancy of shape. The
retinal image of a table top is like the photograph of
it; the front edge, being nearer to the spectator, ap-
pears much wider than the back; the rectangular
surface becomes a trapezoid in the image. As far as
the average person is concerned, however, this again
does not hold good in practice: he sees the surface
as rectangular and draws it that way too. Thus the
perspective changes taking place in any object that
extends in depth are not observed but are com-
pensated unconsciously. That is what is meant by
the constancy of form. In a film picture it is hardly
operative at all—a table top, especially if it is near
the camera, looks very wide in front and very nar-
row at the back.

These phenomena, as a matter of fact, are due
not only to the reduction of three-dimensionality but
also to the unreality of the film picture altogether
—an unreality due just as much to the absence of
color, the delimitation of the screen, and so forth.
The result of all this is that sizes and shapes do not
appear on the screen in their true proportions but
distorted in perspective,

LIGHTING AND THE ABSENCE OF COLOR

It is particularly remarkable that the absence of
colors, which one would suppose to be a funda-
mental divergence from nature, should have been
noticed so little before the color film called atten-
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tion to it. The reduction of all colors to black and
white, which does not leave even their brightness
values untouched (the reds, for instance, may come
too dark or too light, depending on the emulsion),
very considerably modifies the picture of the actual
world. Yet everyone who goes to see a film accepts
the screen world as being true to nature. This is due
to the phenomenon of “partial illusion” (see p. 24).
The spectator experiences no shock at finding a
world in which the sky is the same color as a human
face; he accepts shades of gray as the red, white, and
blue of the flag; black lips as red; white hair as
blond. The leaves on a tree are as dark as a woman’s
mouth. In other words, not only has a multicolored
world been transmuted into a black-and-white
world, but in the process all color values have
changed their relations to one another: similarities
present themselves which do not exist in the natural
world; things have the same color which in reality
stand either in no direct color connection at all with
each other or in quite a different one.

The film picture resembles reality insofar as light-
ing plays a very important role. Lighting, for in-
stance, helps greatly in making the shape of an object
clearly recognizable. (The craters on the surface of
the moon are practically invisible at full moon because
the sun is perpendicular and no shadows are thrown.
The sunlight must come from one side for the outlines
of the mountains and the valleys to become visible.)
Moreover, the background must be of a brightness
value that allows the object to stand out from it suffi-
ciently; it must not be patterned by the light in such
a way that it prevents a clear survey of the object by
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making it appear as though certain portions of the
background were part of the object or vice versa.

These rules apply, for example, to the difficult art
of photographing works of sculpture. Even when
nothing but a “mechanical” reproduction is required,
difficulties arise which often puzzle both the sculptor
and the photographer. From which side is the statue
to be taken? From what distance? Shall it be lighted
from the front, from behind, from the right or left
side? How these problems are solved determines
whether the photograph or film shot turns out anything
like the real object or whether it looks like something
totally different.

DELIMITATION OF THE IMAGE AND DISTANCE
FROM THE OBJECT

Our visual field is limited. Sight is strongest at the
center "of the retina, clearness of vision decreases
toward the edges, and, finally, there is a definite
boundary to the range of vision due to the structure of
the organ. Thus, if the eyes are fixed upon a particular
point, we survey a limited expanse. This fact is, how-
ever, of little practical importance. Most people are
quite unconscious of it, for the reason that our eyes
and heads are mobile and we continually exercise this
power, so that the limitation of our range of vision never
obtrudes itself. For this reason, if for no other, it is
utterly false for certain theorists, and some practition-
ers, of the motion picture to assert that the circum-
scribed picture on the screen is an image of our cir-
cumscribed view in real life. That is poor psychology.
The limitations of a film picture and the limitations of
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sight cannot be compared because in the actual range
of human vision the limitation simply does not exist.
The field of vision is in practice unlimited and infinite.
A whole room may be taken as a continuous field of
vision, although our eyes cannot survey this room from
a single position, for while we are looking at anything
our gaze is not fixed but moving. Because our head
and eyes move we visualize the entire room as an
unbroken whole.

It is otherwise with the film or photograph. For the
purpose of this argument we are considering a single
shot taken with a fixed camera. We shall discuss
traveling and panorama shots later. (Even these aids
in no sense replace the natural range of vision nor are
they intended to do so.) The limitations of the picture
are felt immediately. The pictured space is visible to
a certain extent, but then comes the edge which cuts
off what lies beyond. It is a mistake to deplore this
restriction as a drawback. I shall show later that on
the contrary it is just such restrictions which give film
its right to be called an art.

This restriction (though also the lack of any sense
of the force of gravity, see p. 32) explains why it is
often very difficult to reproduce intelligibly in a photo-
graph the spatial orientation of the scene depicted. If,
for example, the slope of a mountain is photographed
from below, or a flight of steps from above, the
finished picture surprisingly will often give no impres-
sion of height or depth. To represent an ascent or
descent by purely visual means is difficult unless the
level ground can somehow be shown as a frame of
reference. Similarly there must be standards of com-
parison to show the size of anything. To show the
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height of trees or of a building, for instance, human
figures may be introduced beside them. A man in real
life looks all round him when he is walking; and even
supposing he is going up a mountain path with his
eyes fixed on the ground at his feet, he still has a sense
of the general lie of the surrounding country in his
mind. This perception comes to him chiefly because
his muscles and his sense of balance tell him at every
instant exactly in what relation his body stands to the
horizontal. Hence he can continually assess correctly
the visual impression of the slanting surface. In con-
trast to such a man is one who is looking at a photo-
graph or screen picture. He must depend upon what
his eyes tell him without any assistance from the rest
of his body. Moreover, he has only that part of the
visual situation which is included within the confines
of the picture to help him get his bearings.

The range of the picture is related to the distance
of the camera from the object. The smaller the section
of real life to be brought into the picture, the nearer
the camera must be to the object, and the larger the
object in question comes out in the picture—and vice
versa. If a whole group of people is to be photo-
graphed, the camera must be placed several yards
away. If only a single hand is to be shown, the camera
must be very close, otherwise other objects besides
the hand will appear in the picture. By this means the
hand comes out enormously large and extends over
the whole screen. Thus the camera, like a man who
can move freely, is able to look at an object from close
to or from a distance—a self-evident truth that must
be mentioned inasmuch as from it is derived an im-
portant artistic device. (Variations of range and size
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can also be obtained by lenses of different focal
lengths. The effects are similar but involve no change
of the distance from the object and, therefore, no
change of perspective.)

How large an object appears on the screen depends
partly on the distance at which the camera was placed
from it, but partly also on how much the picture is
enlarged when the finished film is projected. The de-
gree of enlargement depends on the lens of the pro-
jection machine and on the size of the theater. A film
may be shown in whatever size is preferred—as small
as the pictures in a child’s magic lantern or gigantic
as in a movie palace. There is, however, an optimum
relationship between the size of the picture and its
distance from the spectators. In a motion-picture
theater the spectator sits relatively far away from the
screen. Hence the projection must be large. But those
watching pictures in a living room are quite close to
the screen and therefore the projection may be much
smaller. Nevertheless, the range of sizes used in
practice is wider than is altogether desirable. In large
theaters the projection is larger than in small ones.
The spectators in the front rows naturally see a much
larger picture than those in the back rows. It is, how-
ever, by no means a matter of indifference how large
the picture appears to the spectator. The photography
is designed for projection of a particular relative size.
Thus in a large projection, or when the spectator is
near the picture, movements appear more rapid than
in a small one, since in the former case a larger area
has to be covered than in the latter. A movement
which seems hurried and confused in a large picture
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may be perfectly right and normal in a smaller one.
The relative size of the projection, moreover, deter-
mines how clearly the details in the picture are visible
to the spectator; and there is obviously a great dif-
ference between seeing a man so clearly that one can
count the dots on his tie, and being able to recognize
him only vaguely—more especially since, as has been
pointed out, the size in which the object is to appear
is used by the film director to obtain a definite
artistic effect. Thus by the spectator’s sitting too near
or too far away a most disagreeable and obvious mis-
representation of what the artist intended may arise.
Up to the present it is impossible to show a film to a
large audience so that each member of it sees tl e
picture in its right dimensions. After all, spectators
must, as far as possible, be placed one behind the
other; because when the rows of seats extend too far
sideways, those sitting at the ends will see the picture
distorted—and that is even worse.

ABSENCE OF THE SFACE-TIME CONTINUUM

In real life every experience or chain of experiences is
enacted for every observer in an uninterrupted spatial
and temporal sequence. I may, for example, see two
people talking together in a room. I am standing
fifteen feet away from them. I can alter the distance
between us; but this alteration is not made abruptly.
I cannot suddenly be only five feet away; I must move
through the intervening space. I can leave the room;
but I cannot suddenly be in the street. In order to
reach the street I must go out of the room, through
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the door, down the stairs. And similarly with time. I
cannot suddenly see what these two people will be
doing ten minutes later. These ten minutes must first
pass in their entirety. There are no jerks in time or
space in real life. Time and space are continuous.

Not so in film. The period of time that is being
photographed may be interrupted at any point. One
scene may be immediately followed by another that
takes place at a totally different time. And the con-
tinuity of space may be broken in the same manner.
A moment ago I may have been standing a hundred
yards away from a house. Suddenly I am close in front
of it. I may have been in Sydney a few moments ago.
Immediately afterward I can be in Boston. I have
only to join the two strips together. To be sure, in
practice this freedom is usually restricted in that the
subject of the film is an account of some action, and
a certain logical unity of time and space must be
observed into which the various scenes are fitted. For
time especially there are definite rules which must be
obeyed.

Within any one film sequence, scenes follow each
other in their order of time—unless some digression
is introduced as, for example, in recounting earlier
adventures, dreams, or memories. Within such a flash-
back, again, time passes naturally, but the action oc-
curs outside the framework of the main story and
need not even stand in any precise time relationship
(“before” or “after”) to it. Within individual scenes
the succession of separate events implies a corre-
sponding sequence of time. If, for example, a “long
shot” of a man raising a revolver and firing it is shown,
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the raising and firing cannot be shown again afterward
as a close-up. To do so would be to make a sequence
of events that were in fact simultaneous.

That things are happening simultaneously is of course
most simply indicated by showing the events in one
and the same picture. If I see someone writing at a
table in the foreground and someone else in the back
playing the piano, the situation is self-explanatory as
far as time is concerned. This method is, nevertheless,
often avoided for artistic reasons and the situation
composed of separate shots.

If two sequences of the action are to be understood
as occurring at the same time they may simply be
shown one after the other, in which case, however,
it must be obvious from the content that simultaneity
is intended. The most primitive way of giving this
information in a silent film is by printed titles. (“While
Elise was hovering between life and death, Edward
was boarding the liner at San Francisco.”) Or some-
thing of this sort: A horse race has been announced
to begin at 3:40. The scene is a room full of people
who are interested in the race. Someone pulls out a
watch and shows the hands pointing to 3:40. Next
scene—the racecourse with the horses starting. Events
occurring simultaneously may also be shown by cutting
up the various scenes and alternating the sections so
that the progress of the different events is shown by
turns.

Within the individual scenes the time continuum
must never be disturbed. Not only must things that
occur simultaneously not be shown one after the other,
‘but no time must be omitted. If a man is going from
the door to the window, the action must be shown in
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its entirety; the middle part, for example, must not be
suppressed and the spectator left to see the man start-
ing from the door and then with a jerk arriving at the
window. This gives the feeling of a violent break in
the action, unless something else is inserted so that the
intervening time is otherwise occupied. Time may be
dropped in the course of a scene only to produce a
deliberately comic effect—as, for instance, when Char-
lie Chaplin enters a pawnbroker’s shop and emerges
instantly without his overcoat. Since to show complete
incidents would frequently be dull and inartistic,
because superfluous, the course of the action is some-
times interrupted by parts of scenes taking place
simultaneously somewhere else. In this way it can be
arranged to show only those moments of each event
which are necessary for the action without patching
together things that are incoherent in time. Apart from
this, each scene in a good film must be so well planned
in the scenario that everything necessary, and only
what is necessary, takes place within the shortest space
of time.

Although the time continuum within any individual
scene must remain uninterrupted, the time relationship
between scenes that occur at different places is un-
defined in principle so that it may be impossible to tell
whether the second scene takes place before, during, or
after the first. This is very clearly shown in many
educational films where there is no connection in time
but only in subject. As, for example: “. . . not only
rabbits but also lions may be tamed.” First picture—
performing rabbits. Within this scene the continuity
of time must be observed. Second picture—lion tam-
ing. Here too the continuity of time must not be
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broken. These two scenes, however, have no sort of
time connection. The lion taming may go on before,
during, or after the performance with the rabbits. In
other words, the time connection is of no consequence
and therefore does not exist. Similar situations arise
occasionally in narrative films.

If sequences are meant to follow each other in time,
the content of the film must make this relationship
clear, precisely as in the case of simultaneity; because
the fact that two sequences follow each other on the
screen does not indicate in itself that they should be
understood as following each other in time.

Film can take far greater liberties with space and
time, however, than the theater can. To be sure, in
the theater it is also permissible to have one scene
occur at quite a different time and place from the pre-
ceding scene. But scenes with a realistic continuity of
place and time are very long-drawn-out and allow of
no break. Any change is indicated by a definite inter-
ruption—the curtain is lowered or the stage darkened.
It might, nevertheless, be imagined that an audience
would find it disturbing to see so many disconnected
events on one and the same stage. That this is not so
is due to a very curious fact: the illusion given by a
play (or film) is only partial. Within any particular
scene value is laid on naturalism. The characters must
talk as people do in real life, a servant like a servant,
a duke like a duke. (But even here we have this
restriction: the servant and the duke are to talk clearly
and sufficiently loudly, that is really, too clearly and
loudly.) An ancient Roman lamp must not be put
to light a modern drawing room nor a telephone by
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Desdemona’s bed. Yet the room has only three walls
—the fourth, the one that should intervene between
the stage and the audience, is missing. Any audience
would laugh if a piece of scenery fell down and
revealed the wall of the room to be nothing but painted
canvas, or if the crack of a shot were heard some
seconds before the, revolver was fired. But every
audience takes it for granted that on the stage a room
has only three walls. This deviation from reality is
accepted because the technique of the stage demands
it. That is to say, the illusion is only partial.

The stage is, so to speak, in two different but inter-
secting realms. It reproduces nature, but only a part
of nature—separate in time and space from the actual
time and space of the “house,” where the audience is
located. At the same time, the stage is a showcase, an
exhibit, the scene of action. Hence it comes into the
domain of the fictitious. The component of illusion is
relatively strong in theater because an actual space
(the stage) and an actual passage of time are given.
The component of illusion is very slight when we are
looking at a picture—for example, a photograph lying
on the table in front of us. The photograph, like the
stage, represents a particular place and a particular
time (a moment of time), but it does not do this as is
done in the theater with the aid of an actual space
and an actual passage of time. The surface of the
picture signifies a pictured space; and that is so much
of an abstraction that the picture surface in no way
gives us the illusion of actual space.

Film—the animated image—comes midway between
the theater and the still picture. It presents space, and
it does it not as on the stage with the help of real
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space, but, as in an ordinary photograph, with a flat
surface. In spite of this, the impression of space is for
various reasons not so weak as in a still photograph. A
certain illusion of depth holds the spectator. Again,
in contrast with the photograph, time passes during
the showing of a film as it does on the stage. This
passage of time can be utilized to portray an actual
event, but is, nevertheless, not so rigid that it cannot
be interrupted by breaks in time without the specta-
tor feeling that these breaks do violence to it. The
truth is that the film retains something of the nature of
a flat, two-dimensional picture. Pictures may be dis-
played for as long or short a time as one pleases, and
they can be shown next to one another even if they
depict totally different periods in time.

Thus film, like the theater, provides a partial illusion.
Up to a certain degree it gives the impression of real
life. This component is all the stronger since in con-
trast to the theater the film can actually portray real
—that is, not simulated—Ilife in real surroundings. On
the other hand, it partakes strongly of the nature of a
picture in a way that the stage never can. By the
absence of colors, of three-dimensional depth, by being
sharply limited by the margins on the screen, and so
forth, film is most satisfactorily denuded of its real-
ism. It is always at one and the same time a flat pic-
ture post card and the scene of a living action.

From this arises the artistic justification for what is
called montage. It was pointed out above that film,
which records real situations on strips of celluloid
that may be joined together, has the power of placing
in juxtaposition things that have no connection at all
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in real time and space. This power was, however,
primarily a purely mechanical one. One might expect
the spectator to be overcome by a physical discomfort
akin to seasickness when watching a film that had
been composed of different shots. For example: In
Scene 1 a man is discovered ringing the front door-
bell of a house. Immediately following appears a
totally different view—the interior of the house with
a maid coming to answer the door. Thus the spectator
has been jerked violently through the closed door.
The maid opens the door and sees the visitor, Sud-
denly the viewpoint changes again and we are looking
at the maid through the visitor’s eyes—another break-
neck change within the fraction of a second. Then a
woman appears in the background of the foyer and
in the next moment we have bridged the distance
separating us from her, and we are close beside her.

It might be supposed that this lightning juggling
with space would be most unpleasing. Yet everyone
who goes to the movies knows that actually there is
no sense of discomfort, but that a scene such as the
one just described can be watched with perfect ease.
How can this be explained? We have been talking as
though the sequence had actually taken place. But it
is not real and—which is of the greatest importance—
the spectators have not the (complete) illusion of its
reality. For, as has already been said, the illusion is
only partial and film gives simultaneously the effect
of an actual happening and of a picture.

A result of the “pictureness” of film is, then, that a
sequence of scenes that are diverse in time and space
is not felt as arbitrary. One looks at them as calmly as
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one would at a collection of picture post cards. Just
as it does not disturb us in the least to find different
places and different moments in time registered in
such pictures, so it does not seem awkward in a film.
If at one moment we see a long shot of a woman at
the back of a room, and the next we see a close-up of
her face, we simply feel that we have “turned over a
page” and are looking at a fresh picture. If film photo-
graphs gave a very strong spatial impression, montage
probably would be impossible. It is the partial un-
reality of the film picture that makes it possible.

Whereas the theater stage differs from real life
only in that the fourth wall is missing, the setting of
the action changes, and thé people talk in theatrical
language, the film deviates much more profoundly.
The position of the spectator is continually changing
since we must consider him located at the station
point of the camera. A spectator in the theater is
always at the same distance from the stage. At the
movies the spectator seems to be jumping about from
one place to another; he watches from a distance, from
close to, from above, through a window, from the right
side, from the left; but actually this description, as has
been said, is altogether misleading, because it treats
the situation as physically real. Instead, pictures taken
from the most various angles follow one another, and
although the camera position had to be changed con-
tinually when they were taken, the spectator is not
obliged to duplicate all this commotion.

Many people who are accustomed to clear thinking
will feel that this theory of “partial illusion” is vague
and equivocal. Is not the very essence of illusion that
it should be complete? Is it possible, when one is



29

surrounded by one’s own friends and sitting in a chair
at home in New York, to imagine oneself in Paris? Can
one believe that one is looking at a room when a mo-
ment ago a street was there? Yes; one can. According
to an outdated psychology that is still deeply rooted
in popular thought, an illusion can be strong only if it
is complete in every detail. But everyone knows that
a clumsy childish scribble of a human face consisting
of two dots, a comma, and a dash may be full of ex-
pression and depict anger, amusement, or fear. The
impression is strong, though the representation is
anything but complete. The reason it suffices is that
in real life we by no means grasp every detail. If we
observe the expression on somebody’s face, we are far
from being able to say whether he had blue eyes or
brown, whether he was wearing a hat or not, and so
on. That is to say, in real life we are satisfied to take
in essentials; they give us all that we need to know.
Hence if these essentials are reproduced we are content
and obtain a complete impression that is all the
more artistic for being so strongly concentrated.
Similarly, in film or theater, so long as the essentials
of any event are shown, the illusion takes place. So
long as the people on the screen behave like human
beings and have human experiences, it is not neces-
sary for us to have them before us as substantial
living beings nor to see them occupy actual space—
they are real enough as they are. Thus we can perceive
objects and events as living and at the same time
imaginary, as real-objects and as simple patterns of
light on the projection screen; and it is this fact that
makes film art possible.



30

ABSENCE OF THE NONVISUAL WORLD OF THE SENSES

Our eyes are not a mechanism functioning independ-
ently of the rest of the body. They work in constant
codperation with the other sense organs. Hence sur-
prising phenomena result if the eyes are asked to
convey ideas unaided by the other senses. Thus, for
example, it is well known that a feeling of giddiness is
produced by watching a film that has been taken with
the camera traveling very rapidly. This giddiness is
caused by the eyes participating in a different world
from that indicated by the kinesthetic reactions of the
body, which is at rest. The eyes act as if the body as
a whole were moving; whereas the other senses, in-
cluding that of equilibrium, report that it is at rest.

Our sense of equilibrium when we are watching a
film is dependent on what the eyes report and does
not as in real life receive kinesthetic stimulation. Hence
certain parallels which are sometimes drawn between
the functioning of the human eye and the camera—
for instance, the comparison between the mobility of
the eyes and that of the camera—are false. If I turn
my eyes or my head, the field of vision is altered.
Perhaps a moment ago I was looking at the door; now
I am looking at the bookcase; then at the dining-room
table, then at the window. This panorama, however,
does not pass before my eyes and give the impression
that the various objects are moving. Instead I realize
that the room is stationary as usual, but that the
direction of my gaze is changing, and that that is why
I see other parts of the motionless room. This is not
the case in film. If the camera was rotated while the
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picture was being shot, the bookcase, table, window,
and door will, proceed across the screen when the
picture is projected; it is they which are moving. For
since the camera is not a part of the spectator’s body
like his head and his eyes, he cannot tell that it has
been turned. He can see the objects on the screen being
displaced and-at first is led to assume that they are
in motion. In Jacques Feyder’s Les Nouveaux Mes-
sieurs, for example, there is a scene in which the
camera passes rapidly along a long wall covered with
posters. The result is that the wall seems to move
past the camera. If the scene that has been photo-
graphed is very simple to understand, if it is easy to
get one’s bearings in it, the spectator corrects this
impression more or less rapidly. If, for instance, the
camera is first directed toward a man’s legs and if it
then pans slowly up toward his head, the spectator
knows very well that the man did not float feet first
past a stationary camera. Film directors, however,
often turn or shift the camera for taking pictures that
are not so easy to grasp, and then a sensation of drift-
ing supervenes which may be unintentional and may
easily make the audience feel dizzy. This difference
between the movements of the eyes and those of the
camera is increased because the film picture has, as
was said above, a fixed limit whereas the field of
vision of our eyes is practically unbounded. Fresh
objects are continually appearing within the frame
of the picture and then disappearing again, but for
the eyes there is an unbroken space-continuum through
which the gaze wanders at will.

Thus there is relativity of movement in film. Since
there are no bodily sensations to indicate whether
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the camera was at rest or in motion, and if in motion
at what speed or in what direction, the camera’s
position is, for want of other evidence, presumed to
be fixed. Hence if something moves in the picture
this motion is at first seen as a movement of the thing
itself and not as the result of a movement of the
camera gliding past a stationary object. In the ex-
treme case this leads to the direction of motion being
reversed. If, for example, a moving car is filmed from
a second one which is overtaking the first, the finished
picture will show a car apparently traveling backward.
It is, however, possible to make clear which movement
is relaiive and which absolute by the nature and be-
havior of the objects shown in the picture. If it is
obvious from the picture that the camera was standing
on a moving car, that is, if parts of this car are seen
in the picture, and, contrary to the landscape, they
stay in the same place in the picture, the car will be
perceived as moving and the surrounding landscape
as stationary. "

There is also a relativization of spatial codrdinates—
above, below, and so forth. To this are partly due the
phenomena we described above in the section on the
“Delimitation of the Image.” A photograph of a slant-
ing surface may not give an appearance of slope be-
cause there is -no sensation of gravity to help the
spectator realize “up and down.” It is impossible to
feel whether the camera was standing straight or was
placed at an angle. Therefore, as long as there is
nothing to indicate the contrary, the projection plane
is perceived as vertical. If the camera is held over a
bed to show from above the head of a man lying in
it, the impression may easily be given that the man is
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sitting upright and that the pillow is perpendicular.
The screen is wertical, although since the camera was
turned downward it actually represents a horizontal
surface. This effect can be avoided only by showing
enough of the surroundings in the picture to give the
spectator his bearings.

As regards the other senses: No one who went un-
prejudiced to watch a silent film missed the noises
which would have been heard if the same events had
been taking place in real life. No one missed the sound
of walking feet, nor the rustling of leaves, nor the
ticking of a clock. The lack of such sounds (speech,
of course, is also one of them) was hardly ever appar-
ent, although they would have been missed with a
desperate shock in real life. People took the silence
of the movies for granted because they never quite
lost the feeling that what they saw was after all only
pictures. This feeling alone, however, would not be
sufficient to prevent the lack of sound being felt as
an unpleasant violation of the illusion. That this did
not happen is again connected with what was ex-
plained above: that in order to get a full impression
it is not necessary for-it to be complete in the natural-
istic sense. All kinds of things may be left out which
would be present in real life, so long as what is shown
contains the essentials. Only after one has known
talkies is the lack of sound conspicuous in a silent film.
But that proves nothing and is not an argument against
the potentialities of silent film, even since the intro-
duction of sound. -

It is much the same with the sense of smell. There
may be people who if they see a Roman Catholic
service on the screen imagine that they can smell in-
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cense; but no one will miss the stimulus. Sensations
of smell, equilibrium, or touch are, of course, never
conveyed in a film through direct stimuli, but are
suggested indirectly through sight. Thence arises the
important rule that it is improper to make films of
occurrences whose central features cannot be expressed
visually. Of course a revolver shot might occur as
the central point of a silent film; a clever director
could afford to dispense with the actual noise of the
shot. It is enough for the spectator to see the revolver
being fired and possibly to see the wounded man fall.
In Josef von Sternberg’s The Docks of New York a
shot is very cleverly made visible by the sudden rising
of a flock of scared birds.

2 The Making of a Film

It has been shown above that the images we receive
of the physical world differ from those on the movie
screen. This was done in order to refute the assertion
that film is nothing but the feeble mechanical reproduc-
tion of real life. The analysis has furnished us with
the data from which we can hope to derive now
the principles of film art.

By its very nature, of course, the motion picture
tends to satisfy the desire for faithful reports about
curious, characteristic, exciting things going on in this
world of ours. The first sensation provided by film in
its early music-hall days was to depict everyday things
in a lifelike fashion on the screen. People were greatly
thrilled by the sight of a locomotive approaching at
top speed or the emperor in person riding down Unter
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den Linden. In those days, the pleasure given by film
derived almost entirely from the subject matter. A
film art developed only gradually when the movie
makers began consciously or unconsciously to cultivate
the peculiar possibilities of cinematographic technique
and to apply them toward the creation of artistic pro-
ductions. To what extent the use of these means of
expression affects the large audiences remains a moot
question. Certainly box-office success depends even
now much more on what is shown than on whether
it is shown artistically.

The film producer himself is influenced by the strong
resemblance of his photographic material to reality.
As distinguished from the tools of the sculptor and the
painter, which by themselves produce nothing re-
sembling nature, the camera starts to turn and a like-
ness of the real world results mechanically. There is
serious danger that the film maker will rest content
with such shapeless reproduction. In order that the
film artist may create a work of art it is important that
he consciously stress the peculiarities of his medium.
This, however, should be done in such a manner that
the character of the,objects represented should not
thereby be destroyed but rather strengthened, con-
centrated, and interpreted. Our next task will be to
bring examples to show how the various peculiarities
of film material can be, and have been, used to achieve
artistic effects.

ARTISTIC USE OF PROJECTIONS UPON A PLANE SURFACE

In an earlier section I showed what conditions arise
from the fact that in a photographic representation
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three-dimensional bodies and spaces are projected on
a two-dimensional plane, that is, the surface of the
picture. It was first demonstrated that an object can
be reproduced characteristically or otherwise accord-
ing to what view of it is chosen. When film art was
in its infancy, nobody paid much attention to the
subleties of these problems. The camera was stationed
well in front of the people to be photographed in
order that their faces and movements might be easily
seen. If a house was to be shown, the cameraman
placed himself straight in front of it at such a distance
that nothing would be left out of the picture. It was
only gradually that the particular effects that can be
achieved by means of perspective projection were
realized.

In Chaplin’s film The Immigrant the opening scene
shows a boat rolling horribly and all the passengers
being seasick. They stagger to the side of the ship
pressing their hands to their mouths. Then comes the
first shot of Charlie Chaplin: he is seen hanging over
the side with his back to the audience, his head well
down, his legs kicking wildly—everyone thinks the
poor devil is paying his toll to the sea. Suddenly
Charlie pulls himself up, turns round and shows that
he has hooked a large fish with his walking stick. The
effect of surprise is achieved by making use of the
fact that the spectator will be looking at the situation
from a certain definite position. The idea underlying
the scene is no longer “a man is doing such and such
a thing, for example, he is fishing or being sick,” but
“a man is doing this and that, and at the same time
the spectator is watching him from a particular station
point.” The element of surprise exists only when the
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scene is watched from one particular position. If the
scene had been taken from the waterside, the audience
would have realized at once that Charlie was not being
sick but was fishing; and hence the wrong idea would
not have first been implanted. The invention is no
longer concerned merely with the subject matter but
is cinematographic inasmuch as a definite feature of
film technique is being used as a means to secure an
effect.

It is in the nature of such a scene that what is hap-
pening should not be obvious to the audience. In order
to obtain a special effect the artist works exactly
contrary to the principle of “the most characteristic
view.” In Dupont’s Vaudeville the first appearance of
the central character is planned on much the same prin-
ciple. The convict Jannings is seated opposite the
examining magistrate; his face is not yet visible, only
his broad back can be seen with a large numeral sewed
to his coat. Thus with the help of a pictorial symbol
an idea which in itself is abstract, purely intellectual,
and unvisual—“This is only one of a crowd, not an
individual but simply a number”—is made manifest.
In a film planned on more fantastic lines the convict
might have been shown without a head and in place
of the head a number floating above the trunk—as is
sometimes done in caricatures (a businessman’s body
surmounted by a dollar sign instead of a human head).
What is arresting, however, in Dupont’s scene is that
in order to symbolize the abstract it was not found
necessary to interfere with reality. An entirely natural
view, justified by the action, was chosen, and the
desired effect was obtained purely by taking the shot
from a particular angle—an unforced, specific occur-
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rence, the view so chosen and so recorded that it was
typical and symbolic.

Thus the conditions under which the picture is
taken (in our example, the choice of a particular
angle of approach) are not treated as negligible quan-
tities or necessary evils, but are consciously brought
into relief as factors contributing to the composition of
the picture. The artistic effect is, indeed, achieved pre-
cisely by using them. The episode “Conversation be-
tween magistrate and convict” in itself is distinguished
from the reproduction of this episode by the particular
standpoint from which the reproduction was made.
It had to be selected definitely out of a hundred visual
possibilities. But this very “limitation” yields the ar-
tistic opportunity of making the particular pictured
event convey an idea.

The present attempt to make a systematic analysis
must not be taken as a psychological description of
how this scene was invented. In other words, it must
not be taken to mean that Dupont’s mental process
was something like this: “I must have a symbolic
representation of a convict as nothing but a number.
What method shall I use to produce this effect? Ahl
The camera angle . . . let me think . . .” It may have
happened the other way around. The director may
accidentally have seen the convict from the back and
thus have lit on the happy idea. We are here concerned
only with analyzing the finished work and studying its
effects.

In the Russian films—other people have copied the
idea—the domineering forcefulness of a character is
often expressed by taking the shot from the worm’s-eye
view. An iron captain of industry or a general—the



39

camera looks up at him as at a mountain. Here again
the fact that the actor has to be taken from some par-
ticular point of view is not handled perfunctorily but
is consciously exploited: the perspective angle acquires
meaning, a virtue is made of necessity.

A twofold effect can be produced by a clever posi-
tion of the_camera. If an artistic impression is to be
achieved, this double effect is necessary; and must not
only show the subject in characteristic fashion but
must at the same time satisfy the spectator’s sense of
form. To photograph an autocrat from below not only
points the effect which the figure is to have upon the
audience, but, if cleverly executed, it also results in an
arresting play of form. It is unusual—or was until a
few years ago—consciously to perceive such a distorted
view of the human body. The hugeness of the body,
the head—appearing very small because of the fore-
shortening—far away on top of the figure, the curious
displacement of the facial structure (the way the tip
of the nose with its two black caverns juts out over the
mustache; the chin seen from below)—all this pos-
sesses a strong formal interest which need not imply
anything with regard to the content. The strangeness
and unexpectedness of this view have the effect of a
clever coup d’esprit (“to get a fresh angle on a thing”),
it brings out the unfamiliar in a familiar object. René
Clair’s film Entracte contains a picture of a ballet girl
dancing on a sheet of glass. The photograph has been
taken from below through the glass. As the girl dances,
her gauze skirts open and close like the petals of a
flower and in the middle of this corolla comes the
curious pantomime of the legs. The pleasure derived
from so curious a shot is at first purely formal and is
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divorced from all meaning. It arises solely from the
pictorial surprise. If in addition it had some signifi-
cance, its value would be all the greater. The erotic
element of the dance, for instance, might be brought
into prominence at will by such a position of the
camera.

Camera angles are often chosen solely on account
of their formal interest and not for their meaning. A
director has perhaps discovered some ingenious view-
point which he insists on using even though it signifies
nothing, In a good film every shot must be contribu-
tory to the action. Nevertheless, directors very often
allow themselves to be led into violating this principle.
They will show two people in conversation; they will
take the picture from the level and then suddenly
from the ceiling, looking down onto the heads, even
though the shift in viewpoint brings out or proves or
explains nothing. All that these directors have suc-
ceeded in accomplishing is the betrayal of their art.

In Carl Dreyer’s beautiful ilm The Passion of Joan
of Arc long discussions take place between priests
and the Maid. This is an unfruitful theme for the cam-
era. The real interest of these scenes lies in the spoken
word. Visually there is little variety to be extracted
from the endless confrontations of arguing speakers.
The solution of the difficulty is surely to avoid putting
scenes like this into a silent film. Carl Dreyer decided
otherwise, and mistakenly. He tried to animate these
cinematographically uninspiring episodes by variety
in form. The camera was most active. It took the
Maid’s head obliquely from above; then it was aimed
diagonally across her chin. It looked up the ecclesiasti-
cal judge’s nostrils, ran rapidly toward his forehead,
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took him from the front as he put one question, from
the side as he put the next—in short, a bewildering
array of magnificent portraits, but lacking in the slight-
est artistic meaning. This byplay contributes nothing
to the spectator’s comprehension of the examination
of the Maid; on the contrary, the spectator is irrele-
vantly entertained to prevent his being bored by what
should be exciting. Form for form’s sake—this is the
rock on which many film artists, especially the French,
are shipwrecked.

The curious camera angles to be found in many
recent films—adopted either with artistic intent or
merely for their own sake—were looked upon as mal-
practices in the early days of photography and film.
In those days anyone would have been ashamed to
present an audience with an oblique camera angle.
What are the reasons for this change?

The fascination of the early films lay in the move-
ment on the screen of objects which exactly resembled
their originals in real life and behaved like them down
to the minutest detail. This attitude toward film natu-
rally determined the position from which- shots were
taken. Whatever was to be shown was taken from the
angle which most clearly presented it and its move-
ments. The task of the camera was in fact considered
to be merely that of catching and registering life. The
idea that the manner in which this was done might be
of value in itself or do the job of recording information
even more efficiently was not yet considered. People
were not in those days dealing with film as an art but
merely as a medium of recording. “Distortion” was ob-
viously wrong since it was not yet intentional.

Only gradually, and at first probably without con-
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scious intention, the possibility of utilizing the differ-
ences between film and real life for the purpose of
making formally significant images was realized. What
had formerly been ignored or simply accepted was
now intelligently developed, displayed, and made
into a tool to serve the desire for artistic creation. The
object as such was no longer the first consideration.
Its place in importance was taken by the pictorial
representation of its properties, the making apparent
of an inherent idea, and so forth.

Another aspect remains to be touched upon. An
unusual camera angle (such as those mentioned above)
has still another result apart from characterizing the
object in a particular sense and introducing an at-
tractive element of surprise by the unexpected shapes
which a familiar object can assume. Pudovkin has
said that film strives to lead the spectator beyond the
sphere of ordinary human conceptions. For the or-
dinary person in everyday life, sight is simply a means
of finding his bearings in the natural world. Roughly
speaking, he sees only so much of the objects surround-
ing him as is necessary for his purpose. If a man is
standing at the counter of a haberdasher’s shop, the
salesman will presumably pay less attention to the
customer’s facial expression than to the kind of tie
he is wearing (so as to guess his taste) and to the
quality of his clothes (so as to know what his require-
ments are likely to be). But when the same man enters
his office his secretary will doubtless pay less attention
to his tie than to his facial expression (so as to know
what sort of temper he is in). It is a well-known fact
that many married couples do not know the color of
each other’s eyes; that people are ignorant of the very
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pictures hanging on the walls of their dining rooms;
that they do not know what the carpet on their floors
is like; and that they have never noticed how their
servants are dressed. It is indeed exceptional—apart
from persons of aesthetic tastes and training—for any-
one suddenly to lose himself in gratuitous contempla-
tion, to watch his neighbor’s hands, to examine the
telephone for its shape, to observe the play of shadows
on the pavement.

In order to understand a work of art, however, it is
essential that the spectator’s attention should be
guided to such qualities of form, that is, that he should
abandon himself to a mental attitude which is to some
extent unnatural. For example, it is no longer merely
a matter of realizing that “there stands a policeman”;
but rather of realizing “how he is standing” and to
what extent this picture is characteristic of policemen
in general. Notice how well the man is selected; what
a characteristic movement that one is in comparison
with another, more obvious movement; and how the
forcefulness of the figure is brought out by the shot
being taken from below! ’

There are also certain artifices by which the specta-
tor may be induced to assume such an attitude. If an
ordinary picture of some men in a rowing boat appears
on the screen, the spectator will perhaps merely per-
ceive that here-is a boat, and nothing further. But if,
for example, the camera is suspended high up, so that
the spectator sees the boat and the men from above,
the result is a view very seldom seen in real life.
The interest is thereby diverted from the subject to the
form. The spectator notices how strikingly spindle-
shaped is the boat and how curiously the bodies of
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the men swing to and fro. Things that previously re-
mained unnoticed are the more striking because the
object itself as a whole appears strange and unusual.
The spectator is thus brought to see something familiar
as something new. At this moment he becomes capable
of true observation. For it is not only that he is now
stimulated to notice whether the natural objects have
been rendered characteristically or colorlessly, with
originality or obviously, but by stimulating the interest
through the unusualness of the aspect the objects them-
selves become more vivid and therefore more capable
of effect. In watching a good shot of a horse I shall
have a much stronger feeling that “here is an actual
horse—a big beast with a satiny skin, and with such
and such a smell . . .” That is to say, therefore, not
only form but also objective qualities will impose
themselves more compellingly. It must, however, be
mentioned that if this method is applied unskillfully it
leads to the opposite result and may produce a view of
the object which makes it quite unrecognizable, or
which shows it so much out of character that the effect
is not strengthened but lost.

It may be convénient to summarize briefly here
what has been said in the above paragraphs:

It is a property of photography that it must repre-
sent solids “one-sidedly” as plane pictures. This re-
duction of the three-dimensional to the two-dimen-
sional is a necessity of which the artist makes a virtue.
It is the means by which he achieves the following
results:

1) By reproducing the object from an unusual and
striking angle, the artist forces the spectator to take
a keener interest, which goes beyond mere noticing or
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acceptance. The object thus photographed sometimes
gains in reality and the impression it makes is livelier
and more arresting.

2) The artist, however, does not direct the attention
merely toward the object itself, but also to its formal
qualities. Stimulated by the provocative unfamiliarity
of the aspect; the spectator looks more closely and
observes' (a) how the new perspective shows up all
sorts of unexpected shapes in the various parts of the
object, and (b) how the solid which has been pro-
jected onto a plane surface now fills the space as a flat
picture with a ‘pleasing arrangement of outlines and
shadow masses—thus making a good and harmonious
effect. This design is achieved without any distortion
or violation of the object, which appears simply as
“itself.” Hence the striking artistic effect.

3) Guiding the attention to the formal attributes of
the object has the further result that the spectator now
feels inclined to consider whether the object has been
chosen characteristically and whether its behavior is
characteristic; in other words, whether it is a repre-
sentative example of its genus (for example, “a typical
official”) and whether it moves and reacts in conformity
with its species. '

4) The novel camera angle, however, serves not only
as an alarm and decoy. By showing the object from a
particular point of view, it can interpret it, more or
less profoundly (“The convict as a number”). Here
too, there is a special charm in that to obtain this result
the object has in no way been changed or touched up,
but has been left exactly as it appears in real life.

The projection of solids upon a plane not only im-
plies that each individual object must be shown from
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a particular angle, but the relative positions of various
bodies, the way they cut into one another, must also be
discussed. Physical bodies occupy a position in space;
one can walk about amongst them, look at each sep-
arately. But if a film camera is placed in a particular
spot—the traveling camera will not at present be
considered—it sees the objects one behind the other
exactly as does the human eye (when the observer
is standing still), one object obstructing the view of
another. And this limitation again helps the artist to
achieve quite special effects. Let us take a notable
example:

In Alexander Room’s The Ghost That Never Returns
the following fine scene occurs. A convict has been
released from prison. He is seen going away from the
audience down a long road between two enormously
high stone walls. In a crack in the wall he finds some-
thing which he has probably not seen for years—a little
flower. The flower serves as the (somewhat banal)
symbol of nature and freedom, which he has been
obliged to forgo for so long. He picks the flower. Then
he suddenly loses his temper, turns about to face the
camera, raises his fists threateningly, and shakes them
in the direction from which he has been coming. And
at this moment the camera leaps to a different position.
The direction of view is exactly the same, but the
camera is moved a few yards back and now is unex-
pectedly placed behind the bars of the prison from
which the prisoner has just gone out to freedom. The
bars now occupy the foreground, very large, covering
the whole area of the picture. And through them the
same scene appears as before—the road with the ex-
convict raising his arms threateningly. This trick on
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the part of the director is extraordinarily impressive—
and most instructive.

The effect is achieved by skillfully making the most
of the necessity of deciding upon some one “angle.”
Setting aside the film camera, and considering only
the actual situation, it resolves itself into a barred gate,
beyond it a road between two long walls, and a man
walking down this road. Any number of camera angles
were possible. The camera might have been put at
the end of the road. The prison with its barred gate
would then have been in the background. The man
might have been shown going out through the gate;
and the camera might have moved out to freedom with
him, A bird’s-eye view of the scene might have been
presented which would have given a good survey
of the whole episode in its surroundings. The angle
which the director chose does not give any such gen-
eral survey. In the first shot the prison is not visible
at all. In the second, nothing of the prison is shown
but the bars, notwithstanding that the convict has just
emerged from the prison, which therefore is a vital
element in the scene. It is nevertheless by this very
means that the desired effect is achieved. Thus we see
again that the artist very often chooses angles which
do not at all give the clearest, most obvious, complete
prospect of a scene:

Since the film director must decide upon a particu-
lar camera angle, he is able to select what objects he
will allow to appear in the picture; to conceal what he
does not wish to show, or does not wish to show at
once (this is done by placing the camera so that the
undesired objects are screened by other objects or so
that they simply do not come into the picture at all);
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to bring into prominence whatever he considers to be
important, and very possibly would not of itself show
its importance in the scene. In other words, the film
director can emphasize objects—make one object con-
spicuous, hide another that may be disturbing or un-
important, without interfering with the objects them-
selves or altering them in any way. Moreover, he is
able to move objects about so as to emphasize their
relation to each other—a relation that may be visually
obvious only by placing the camera in some one
definite position. .

In the first shot in Room’s film nothing is seen of the
grating, that is, the prison theme does not appear in
the picture at all. The spectator sees the convict walk-
ing along the road at liberty, freed from the cell. And
suddenly the man revolts and the object of his indig-
nation—his imprisonment—is brought into the picture
by a brilliant artifice without the necessity for a change
of scene. (In many films a picture of the prison or of
a cell would have been inset.) The desired effect is
simply extracted from the given situation. The grating
enters the scene to act as a partner to the liberated con-
vict.

The special excellence of the invention lies not so
much in that the prison theme is brought into the pic-
ture at all, as in the manner in which it is done. All at
once the heavy iron bars of the grating cover the
whole screen—the whole view. And these bars are
gigantic compared with the man who is playing his
part far back in the picture and therefore appears
very small. A most convincing symbol of the tremen-
dous power which he is threatening impotently and
which still oppresses him.
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The film artist who makes a virtue of necessity in
taking his shots from a definite angle arranges the ob-
jects as he wishes, puts what seems to him important
in the foreground, hides other things, suggests rela-
tionships. The man and the grating are actually sep-
arated by a considerable distance. If the camera had
been differently placed, this distance would have been
very marked; it might in fact even have proved im-
possible to get the two objects into the same picture.
It is the particular location of the camera that pro-
duces the significant connection: man—grating. The
grating, which might have remained quite unimpres-
sive if some other angle had been chosen for the shot,
and certainly would have remained unnoticed in its
symbolic meaning, gains its dominant role from the
fact that at first it is not there and then is added to
the picture while everything else remains the same.
It thereby brings itself into prominence and makes
clear that it was not introduced without definite in-
tention. It makes its entrance as if it were one of the
actors. Here we see how the film artist quite definitely
guides the spectator’s attention, gives him-directions,
indicates the interpretation he is to put upon objects.

It is but seldom and only in the works of great film
artists that such a deeply symbolic meaning is pro-
duced by such simple means. Usually the significance
lies more superficially, sometimes there is none at all.
In Pabst’s ilm The Diary-of a Lost Girl a pharmacist’s
assistant is seen kissing his employer’s daughter. They
are standing by the glass door of the shop. The scene
is first taken from the interior. The camera is standing
in the shop. The shot shows the two kissing each other
and beyond them the door which leads out into the
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street. Then the scene is suddenly shown from another
angle—the couple remain in exactly the same position,
but the camera is now outside the door and they are
seen through the glass. There seems to be no point
in this change of the camera’s position. It signifies
nothing. And things which have no significance have
no place in a work of art. The reason for the sequence
of the two shots is wholly superficial and decorative.
It is attractive to the eye to see the same scene first
from within and then from without through the glass
panel—a pleasure comparable, perhaps, with that ex-
perienced when a composer presents a theme first in
the major and then in the minor key. In music such
a change of the mode must be justified by the total
sequence, so also it must be in a film. Here the device
is insufficiently motivated and therefore artistically
weak. There might have been sound reason for using
these two camera angles, if after the second shot some-
one were shown looking through the door and watch-
ing the scene from outside. This would motivate the
sequence through the plot. The viewpoint of the action
would have been neatly shifted by means of shot 2
from the interior of the shop to the observer outside,
and the change in position of the camera would have
been justified artistically. But even then the invention
would be somewhat shallow inasmuch as it serves only
to give a clever visual interpretation of the action and
lacks symbolic depth. (This must not be taken to
imply that every shot should be expected to provide
the depth of the grating scene in The Ghost That
Never Returns. On the contrary, the richness of a film
composition is served by the varying degrees of pro-
fundity underlying the shots.)
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In the two examples we have given, a connection is
established by means of perspective between two
features of a situation—grating and convict in one
case, glass door and lovers in the other. This requires
transparent objects like the grating and the glass. In
other cases, having one object in front of another may
serve to conceal the latter. Three examples taken from
three dissimilar films will serve to illustrate this device.

The following instance is very much like that chosen
from Charlie Chaplin’s The Immigrant and is in fact
taken from one of his shorter films. Charlie has been
deserted by his wife because he is a drunkard. He is
standing with his back to the camera by a table on
which is his wife’s photograph. His shoulders are
heaving, he is apparently sobbing bitterly. The next
moment he turns round. The heaving of his shoulders
reveals itself to be the result of his manipulation of a
cocktail shaker. Thus the camera angle, which at first
presents the scene so that the actual occurrence cannot
be seen but only inferred, is once again very skillfully
used. The opacity of most physical objects, which
makes one body conceal the other from sight, would
seem to be a liability for the film artist. This is true,
and we shall later see how film directors overcome this
obstacle. On the other hand, however, skillful use of
this optical fact"makes possible a game of hide-and-
seek resulting in an unexpected artistic denouement.
The revelation is especially effective because there has
been no obvious concealment beforehand, no artificial
suggestion of secrecy. There is nothing particularly
noteworthy about seeing the back view of a man. One
feels that one knows exactly what Chaplin is doing:
he is sobbing—very naturally, too, since his wife has
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run away. Hence the spectator feels quite confident
that he has grasped the meaning of the scene correctly;
the little man then turns round and the surprise “comes
off.”

In the crime film The Mysterious Lady the follow-
ing scene occurs: Greta Garbo, as a spy, has killed a
Russian general in his study. She is in imminent
danger of discovery. Outside the door are some sol-
diers waiting to come in. The general is lying dead in
his armchair. The wide back of the armchair is facing
the door. Thus the dead man cannot be seen from
the door. His forearm is hanging over the arm of the
chair and can be seen from the door. The soldiers
knock peremptorily. Greta Garbo sits on the arm of
the chair and says “Come in!” The camera is now
placed so that the spectators see the room exactly as
do the soldiers on entering—the wide back of the
chair, the general’s hand hanging over the arm of the
chair, and Greta Garbo sitting beside him with her
face turned to the door, that is, toward the audience.
The soldiers salute and ask for orders. Greta Garbo
turns to the dead man and apparently asks for in-
structions. She then turns back and communicates
these instructions to the soldiers. The soldiers turn
right about and march out of the room. The danger
has been averted.

In Eisenstein’s film The General Line a poor peasant
woman comes to the farm of a rich man to borrow a
horse. The fat kulak is lying on a couch. The woman
stands before him and addresses him humbly. He sits
up. The camera is then placed behind him. His broad
back is seen looming large and heavy in the fore-
ground, finally blotting out entirely the woman who
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is standing in the background. The whole picture is
suddenly filled and dominated by this huge elephantine
back. Here again power and arrogance are expressed
by means of a clever choice of position. Through being
placed close to the camera the back appears particu-
larly large, fat, space-devouring. The peasant woman
in the background is very small by contrast. Then an
idea is suggested—"power obliterating helplessness”—
and the woman disappears from the picture alto-
gether. ‘

In contrast with this is a scene from The Ghost That
Never Returns, in which one of the prison warders
comes into the director’s office to deliver a message.
The director’s high armchair is seen by his desk ex-
actly as the general’s armchair in The Mysterious Lady,
with its back to the audience. At first there seems to
be no one sitting in it. But as soon as the warder begins
to speak, a little hunchback man peers round the side
of the chair—the director’s first appearance. Although
the effect is unexpected, it is also fairly pointless. This
sudden appearance is nothing more than a trick on
the part of the film maker; it is not material to the
action, and it has not much more significance than if
the director happened to fall down off the chandelier
for no reason in particular.

A cleverly chosen camera angle may produce a
vivid impression not only of an isolated object but of a
total setting as well. At the beginning of Jacques
Feyder’'s Les Nouveaux Messieurs a rehearsal at the
opera is in progress. Such scenes have often been
shown before and are usually uninteresting. But here
is one among many (some of which manage to be
effective by other means) in which vividness is
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achieved by a clever camera angle. The spectator feels
as if he were himself in the very center of the bustle
of the stage crowd. How is it done? The camera is
placed up in the flies among the machinery and looks
down upon the stage. Up above in the dark the sil-
houettes of two stage hands are seen large in the fore-
ground. They lean over to let a rope down onto the
stage. The floor of the stage far below is brightly lit up
like the bottom of a shaft. Other stage hands are en-
gaged below in spreading out a carpet, and being so
far away give the effect of dwarf figures. The rope
dangling down to them is given in great foreshorten-
ing. Thus its swinging movement appears curiously
cramped and jerky. The abysmal depth, the contrast
between the brightly lit stage and the dark flies, the
jerking rope, the difference in size between the darkly
silhouetted men up above and the others below on
the illuminated stage—everything contributes to make
the scene startlingly lifelike. One seems to smell the
dust and the cold air of the stage.

It has already been pointed out that the need for
choosing a particular camera angle, or in other words
of showing the various objects one behind another,
often gives rise to difficulties. If, for instance, a man
is to be shown standing among a group of people
and talking to them, it is very hard to find a viewpoint
which will give a good survey of the whole scene.
Wherever the camera is set up, the backs of the crowd
hide the speaker. One way out of the difficulty is to
have the camera looking onto the group from above.
The speaker is then seen clearly in the center with his
listeners gathered round him. A picture taken from
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such an angle can be found in Arthur Robinson’s The
Night after the Betrayal.

A difficulty which arises a dozen times in every
film, and is resolved in as many ways, is a scene
between two persons facing each other. It is desired
to show clearly the facial expression of both actors.
Hence each had best be taken full face. Unfortunately
that is precisely what is impossible to do, for when
two people are opposite each other only one will be
facing the camera, while the other will have his back
to it. Both might be given in profile, but this position
is seldom interesting, and, moreover, does not give a
good view of the faces. Again, one might use montage
and show the two figures full face in rapid alternation,
thus splitting up the scene one or more times by show-
ing it from the two “best” viewpoints. Or finally, one
can risk taking the one player from the back view only.
A successful example of this solution is in the Greta
Garbo film A Woman of Affairs directed by Clarence
Brown. A father is giving his son a dressing down.
The father is seen in dark silhouette in the foreground
with his back to the camera, very large, very near.
Sitting farther back, considerably smaller and in bright
light, is the son, facing his father and the camera.
Hence the father’s face is not visible. But what he is
saying can be conjectured from his attitude and ges-
tures and, above all; from the play of expression on the
son’s face. This lecture of which the spectator is thus
indirectly apprised “comes over” most effectively and
vividly. Here is yet another example of a virtue made
of necessity.

Other and quite different solutions to this problem
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are found in Jacques Feyder's Les Nouveaux Mes-
sieurs. Two lovers, for example, are seen in conver-
sation, with their heads close together. Then a close-up
is shown in which half the picture is covered by the
dark silhouette of the back of the man’s head (the
camera being placed behind him), and this head par-
tially conceals the woman’s full face, of which the
remainder is seen in bright light. The bisection is
most expressive. One seems to see more by seeing
less. Again, the same two people are in the girl’s dress-
ing room at the theater. She is sitting in front of the
looking glass making herself up. Her face is seen front
view in the glass, and beside it that of the man who
is tinkering with something in the background and
stealing covert glances at her. Thus the spectator sees
both at once in full face—although the two are looking
at each other—which of course could not have been
achieved without the mirror.

Léon Moussinac in his very useful book Pano-
ramique du Cinéma (in the chapter on Dupont’s
Vaudeville) points out that the casual succession of
clever and appropriate camera angles is an accom-
plishment of mature film art. Formerly the camera
was, as it were, nailed down in front of the actors,
while the director tried to place his performers where
they would be most clearly seen even at the risk of
making the picture somewhat lacking in spontaneity.
He says in this connection: “It is particularly important
and instructive that in this film the camera has not
been considered in a single scene. The camera con-
tinually changes its position. The scene, the details, the
expressions on the faces of the actors, are taken from
the most telling angles. One never sees, for example,
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several people acting with their faces simultaneously
turned to the-camera, as is common in the French and
in many American films. Jannings’ back is as expressive
as his face. If we notice a certain mannerism in this
respect, one must at least admit that this mannerism
serves its purpose admirably. It proves that the most
important and fundamental means of expression has
been understood by certain film artists—to shoot from
any angle so long as it is the most telling. We know
that in film the fourth wall of the room in which the
action takes place is not simply left out, but that the
camera is brought into the actual room and takes part
in the story.”

It is easy to understand that film directors only very
gradually arrived at making effective use of these
means. We remarked above that the motion picture
derived in the first instance from a desire to record
mechanically real events. Not until film began to be-
come an art was the interest moved from mere subject
matter to aspects of form. What had hitherto been
merely the urge to record certain actual events, now
became the aim to represent objects by special means
exclusive to film. These means obtrude themselves,
show themselves able to do more than simply repro-
duce the required object; they sharpen it, impose a
style upon it, point out special features, make it vivid
and decorative. Art begins where mechanical repro-
duction leaves off, where the conditions of representa-
tion serve in some way to mold the object. And the
spectator shows himself to be lacking in proper under-
standing when he is satisfied to notice merely the
content: this is the picture of an engine, that of a
couple of lovers, and this again of a waiter in a temper.
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He must be prepared to turn his attention to the form
and to be able to judge how the engine, the lovers,
the waiter, are depicted.

ARTISTIC UTILIZATION OF REDUCED DEPTH

Every object reproduced in film appears solid and
at the same time flat. This fact contributes greatly to
the impressive results achieved by the clever shots
discussed in the last section. The worm’s-eye view of
a man appears as such a great distortion of nature be-
cause the depth effect is reduced. The same view looked
at in a stereoscope seems much less distorted. The con-
trast between the vast bulk of the trunk and the dis-
proportionately small head is much less forcible when
it is perceived as being due to foreshortening. But if
there is only slight feeling of space and if the three-
dimensional volume of the pictured object is flattened
out, a huge body and a little head are seen.

The purely formal qualities of the picture come into
prominence only because of the lack of depth. Every
good film shot is satisfying in a purely formal sense
as a linear composition. The lines are harmoniously
disposed with reference to one another as well as to the
margins. The distribution of light and shade in the
shot is evenly balanced. Only because the spatial effect
is so slight, the spectator’s attention is drawn to the
two-dimensional pattern of lines and shadow masses.
These, after all, are actually the components of three-
dimensional bodies and become elements of the sur-
face composition only through being projected onto
a plane. It has already been mentioned above how the
skirt of a dancer seen through a pane of glass seemed
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to open and close like the petals of a flower. This is an
entirely antifunctional effect in that it is not a normally
characteristic feature of the skirt as a material object.
The curious expansion and contraction of the edge of
the skirt results only when it is looked at from one
particular viewpoint and then projected upon a flat
surface. It would be less noticeable in a stereoscopic
view. Only when the feeling of depth is reduced does
the up-and-down movement of the skirt give the effect
of being an in-and-out movement. It is one of the most
important formal qualities of film that every object
that is reproduced appears simultaneously in two
entirely different frames of reference, namely the
two-dimensional and the three-dimensional, and that
as one identical object it fulfills two different functions
in the two contexts.

The reduction of depth serves, moreover, to em-
phasize the perspective superposition of objects. In a
strongly stereoscopic picture the manner in which
these various objects are placed relative to one another
does not impose itself any more than it does in real
life. The concealing of certain parts of the various
objects by others that come in front seems chance
and unimportant. Indeed, the position of the camera
in a stereoscopic picture seems itself to be a matter
of indifference inasmuch as it is obvious that there
is a three-dimensional space which may just as easily,
and at the next moment probably will, be looked at
from another point of view. If, however, the effect of
depth is almost negligible, the perspective is con-
spicuous and compelling. What is visible and what
is hidden strike one as being definitely intentional;
one is forced to seek for a reason, to be clear in one’s
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own mind as to why the objects are arranged in this
particular way and not in some other. There is no lee-
way between the objects: they are like flat surfaces
stuck over one another, and seem almost to lie in the
same plane.

Thus the lack of depth brings a very welcome
element of unreality into the film picture. Formal
qualities, such as the compositional and evocative sig-
nificance of particular superimpositions, acquire the
power to force themselves on the attention of the
spectator. A shot like that described above where half
of the girl’s full face is cut off by the dark silhouette
of the man’s head, would possess only a fraction of its
effectiveness if there were a strong feeling of space.
In order to achieve the striking effect it is essential
that the division across the face shall not seem acci-
dental but intentional. The two faces must seem to be
practically in one plane, with no leeway between
them to show that they might easily be moved into
different relative positions.

The fact that the lack of depth perception also
leads to the almost total disappearance of the phe-
nomena which the psychologist calls the “constancies”
of size and form has already been discussed. The film
artist takes advantage of their absence to produce
remarkable effects. Everyone has seen a railway engine
rushing on the scene in a film. It seems to be coming
straight at the audience. The effect is most vivid be-
cause the dynamic power of the forward-rushing move-
ment is enhanced by another source of dynamics that
has no inherent connection with the object itself, that
is, with the locomotive, but depends on the position
of the spectator, or—in other words—of the camera.
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The nearer the engine comes the larger it appears, the
dark mass on the screen spreads in every direction at
a tremendous pace (a dynamic dilation toward the
margins of the screen), and the actual objective move-
ment of the engine is strengthened by this dilation.
Thus the apparent alteration in the size of an object
which in reality remains the same size enhances its
actual activity, and thus helps the film artist to interpret
the impact of that activity visually.

The same principle is brought into play when Carl
Dreyer in his The Passion of Joan of Arc stresses a
monk suddenly jumping up excitedly from his seat by
placing the camera closely in front of the actor so
that through this forward movement his figure grows
to an enormous size and occupies the whole screen.
Here again the effect of actual dynamic force is in-
tensified by something that is purely of the camera—
the sudden rapid extension of the flat projection. If
the camera had been placed at a distance of several
yards from the monk, the perspective increase in size
due to the forward movement would be so slight that
it would hardly produce an effect at all.

Pudovkin makes excellent use of perspective altera-
tion in size in The End of St. Petersburg. Two starving
peasants come to the great city to find work. The vast-
ness of the city compared with the two figures, their
personal unimportance and that of their desires in
these surroundings, are very strikingly shown in the
following shot: In the foreground is a huge dark
equestrian statue of a tsar, whose stone hand is im-
periously raised. In the background is a wide empty
square across which the two peasants are walking,
looking like ants. If the depth effect in the shot were
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great, that is, if the distance between the statue and
the two peasants were wholly perceivable, firstly, the
difference in size would not be so remarkable but
would seem only the natural result of the distance;
and, secondly, the two people and the statue would
not be so clearly associated and therefore compared
with one another. They would obviously lie in quite
different planes. In the Pudovkin shot, the spectator
sees a spatial situation that he can interpret on the
basis of his past experience but that, nevertheless,
presents itself to his eyes without the familiar depth
effect. Hence two ants are seen to be crawling toward
the colossus, and the ants and the colossus are ob-
viously in some kind of connection with one another
because their plane of action appears practically iden-
Heal.

In reality, the two peasants are not much smaller
than the statue, and the shot might easily have been
taken the reverse way, so that the two would be huge
in the foreground and dwarf the stone tsar to a mere
accessory in the background. But the significance of
Pudovkin’s symbolism is to show the two peasants as
pathetic, helpless, frightened little creatures, terrified
by the size, the stony brutality, the might of the city.
The director has cleverly used his power of altering
the sizes to make his idea tangible. It has been
achieved, again, without any distortion of the actual
objects themselves comparable to that which the Egyp-
tians were in the habit of making in their reliefs when
they portrayed a victorious king enormously large and
his enemies as tiny little figures.

In The General Line Eisenstein has in a similar
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manner rearranged the natural proportions symboli-
cally. In one scene he wishes to depict a bureaucratic
office setup, in which red tape obstructs any reasonable
conduct of affairs. An official is seen dictating to a
stenographer. The camera is placed immediately in
front of the typewriter in order that the machine may
appear very large. Its roller moves across the screen
like a huge crane; the heads of the typist and the man
dictating appear very small behind it. Then there is a
bookkeeper: the ledger is enormous and the man writ-
ing in it quite small. What is first of all an abstract
disparity is made tangible by a corresponding visual
one.

In King Vidor’s The Crowd the following impressive
scene occurs: A little boy is sitting on the sidewalk
with his friends and is telling them, “My father always
says . . .,  when he sees a crowd in front of his
home—an ambulance—a stretcher being carried into
the house. He runs across full of misgivings. And now
the following shot.is shown: The camera is placed
on the second-floor landing, facing down. The front
door is seen below, very small, and from it the stair-
case leads up widening out in vigorous perspec-
tive. Downstairs people are crowding into the house
through the front door, attracted by the news of the
accident. They swarm below like ants. Suddenly the
little boy pushes his way through them. He climbs up
the stairs, slowly, fearfully, and yet burning with
anxiety to learn what has happened. At first he is
very small, then he grows larger, the steps become
wider, the crowd remains below. He comes nearer,
up the wide empty staircase, which grows ever larger
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as he approaches the camera, and shows more and
more empty space about him. He climbs up—terribly
alone—a desolate child, bereft of his father.

The strength of this effect lies in the simplicity and
naturalness of the means employed. Nothing is more
commonplace than that a staircase gets larger with
decreasing distance; but the trite fact, used in this
manner, results in a deep, compelling symbolism such
as is found in good folk songs.

It must be noted that in the achievement of such
an effect much depends on the art of the cameraman.
The director or the script-writer may have planned the
shot admirably; but if the cameraman does not choose
the position for the camera accurately, if he stations
it six inches too high or too low, if he puts it exactly
in the middle instead of a couple of feet farther over
to the left, if he does not choose the lens with the
appropriate focal length, the power of the perspective
may not emerge in the shot and the idea fall flat. More-
over, the lights must be correctly placed—a little too
much light in the background, a spotlight too near
the center of the foreground, may radically change
the whole shot and destroy the intended effect.

In the early days of the film the director was careful
not to have any actor put his hands or his feet too
near the camera and thus make them come out dis-
proportionately large. That these apparent alterations
in size might be exploited and used to achieve an
artistic effect was only realized when the film began
to be recognized as an art.

If the artistic capacity of reduced depth has been
realized, the efforts of the engineers to create the three-
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dimensional film will be watched with mixed feelings.
In a film which gives a strong illusion of depth the
perspective alterations in size have scarcely more effect
than they havein real life. Their efficacy as an artistic
device will be practically negligible. The two-dimen-
sional relationships, of course, become almost as slight,
and the manner in which one object appears behind
another in space will be so obvious that the projective
as well as any inherent symbolic connections will
hardly make themselves felt at all. Engineers are not
artists. They therefore do not direct their efforts toward
providing the artist with a more effective medium, but
toward increasing the naturalness of film pictures. It
vexes the engineer that film is so lacking in stereoscopic
quality. His ideal is exactly to imitate real life. It pro-
vokes him that film should be lacking in colors and
sounds; and so he devotes his attention to color pho-
tography and sound film. The general, artistically un-
trained public feels much the same. An audience
demands the greatest possible likeness to reality in
the movies and it therefore prefers three-dimensional
film to flat, colored to black-and-white, talkie to silent.
Every step that brings film closer to real life creates a
sensation. Each new sensation means full houses.
Hence the avid interest of the film industry in these
technological developments.

ARTISTIC USE OF LIGHTING AND OF
THE ABSENCE OF COLOR

The question of color is similar to that of depth. When
the film artist has to depend on black and white he is
offered particularly vivid and impressive effects.
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The painter, who does not—as color film does—take
colors ready-made from nature but creates them
afresh on his palette, is able by suitable choice of
tones, by distribution of color masses, and so forth,
to get as far away from nature as is necessary to con-
vey his artistic intention, Judging from what we have
seen up to now, the colors in a color film are at best
naturalistic—and if owing to imperfect technique they
are not yet so, this lack of naturalness does not pro-
vide the artist with a potentially useful medium of
expression.

Whereas the artistic possibilities of color film are
still wrapt in obscurity, black-and-white has for many
years been a recognized and most effective medium.
The reduction of actual color values to a one-dimen-
sional gray series (ranging from pure white to dead
black) is a welcome divergence from nature which
renders possible the making of significant and decora-
tive pictures by means of light and shade.

The film artist (herein lies the task of the camera-
man which is hardly ever properly appreciated) pos-
sesses the power to determine very largely what black-
and-white values the objects he photographs shall
have when projected in the theater. According to how
he places his lamps, where he arranges for the shad-
ows to fall, how in out-of-doors work he sets up his
camera with regard to the sun, how his screens catch
and reflect the light, he can show the same object in
the brightest light or in deepest shadow, he can place
a light thing in equally light surroundings or let it
stand out by contrast against a dark background. This
is one of the most important aesthetic possibilities of
film. The primitive but always effective symbolism of
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light versus darkness, white purity versus black evil,
the opposition between gloom and radiance, is in-
exhaustible.

In Sternberg’s The Docks of New York, for example,
the two principal actors of the film are characterized
in this way. The white face, the white dress, the white
hair of the girl are in visual contrast to the black figure
of the ship’s stoker. Thus, by a happy, artful con-
gruence, the dramatic interplay of two human minds
is made evident through the very elements of visual
perception—black-and-white patches moving on the
screen. It is obvious that the same effects could not
be achieved with color film. In a similar way in
Granowsky’s Song of Life the gripping birth scene in
the operating room achieves its deadly silence and
harshness chiefly by the pictorial contrast between
the long white operating coats, the white sterile sheets,
the white cottonwool, and the dark rubber gloves of
the doctors with their dark instruments. If this con-
trast had not been brought out so well by the camera-
man, the whole effect of the scene would have been
lost. )

Consider the face of a blond woman in a film shot:
the color of hair and complexion approximate to each
other as a curious pale white—even the blue eyes ap-
pear whitish; the velvety black bow of the mouth and
the sharp dark pencil lines of the eyebrows are in
marked contrast. How strange such a face is, how
much more intense—because unconventional—is the
expression, how much more attention it attracts to
itself and to its expression. How much more readily
one observes whether the line with which a dense black
braid of hair frames a white face is beautiful and
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suitable. Anyone who has noticed how unreal most
film faces appear, how unearthly, how beautiful, how
they often give the impression of being not so much a
natural phenomenon as an artistic creation—toward
which, of course, the art of make-up helps considerably
—will get the same pleasure from a good film face as
from a good lithograph or woodcut. Anyone who is in
the habit of going to film premiéres knows how pain-
fully pink the faces of the film actors appear in real
life when they come on stage and make their bows
after the performance. The stylized, expressive giant
masks on the screen do not fit beings of flesh and
blood; they are visual material, the stuff of which art
is made.

The composition of the film image is intelligible and
striking chiefly because only black, white, and gray
masses, black lines on a white ground, or white lines
on a black ground, provide the raw material. A com-
parison may be made with music, in which articulate
statements are possible only because definite pitches
of sounds have been arranged in scales, and only these
sounds are used in a composition. A sensation of pleas-
ure is aroused by hearing how skillfully these sound
values succeed one another. Just as music would be
impossible without fixed tones and intervals, so any
graphic art—apart from its descriptive and representa-
tional function—can have a formal value only if the
medium with which the work has been done allows
clear definition of shape, brightness, size. This is
preéminently the case with black-and-white. All first-
class films, especially the good Russian and American
ones, show such pronounced black-and-white values
—no uncharacteristic confusion of vague, indetermi-
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nate tones—that their formal qualities instantly spring
to the eye.

The effect of a landscape is almost entirely de-
pendent upon.the lighting. There is a famous shot in
Walter Ruttmann’s symphony of a great city, Berlin,
in which an empty street in the north of Berlin is
shown in the early dawn. The curious mistiness of the
morning sky, the veiled darkness of the fronts of the
buildings—the apportionment of the gray values, in
other words—are what gives this shot its charm. The
same street and the same camera angle might result
in an utterly feeble and ineffective picture. And ob-
viously these differences can be even more pronounced
in the studio where the cameraman has the lights
under his control. Ruttmann then has a few men
walking down the empty street—workmen on their
way to the factory. They are seen in black outline
against the gray sky; and these figures in the some-
what lighter street help to emphasize the mystery of
the dawn, the strange intermediate state between light
and darkness. i

One knows the effects that are achieved in crime
films by the sudden appearance in a dark room of the
spotlight of a pocket lamp that wanders over furni-
ture or perhaps lights up a concealed figure. One knows
the wonderful delight that can be given to perceptive
eyes by the sensational white of a face that is brightly
lit up and in strong relief, the play of clouds scud-
ding across the moon, the shadows of moving leaves
on the ground, the flashing of headlights, quivering
reflections on water, the shining black of a spot of
blood on white skin, the white telegraph wires in
Pudovkin’s The End of St. Petersburg that seem to
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be cut into the black night sky as with an etcher’s
needle. But these are delights that are only possible
in black-and-white.

If light is cleverly used it also assists in articulating
the shape of what is shown. It is only necessary to
compare the face of Baranovskaya in one of her Rus-
sian films under Pudovkin and in a film made in a
foreign studio, such as Poison Gas, or Life’s Like That.
It will be noticed that in the Russian film she has very
clear-cut features, almost bony, a face vivid and
animated by the strong contrasts of light and shade.
The same face in the German films appears flat, in-
distinct, gray, and expressionless. Everything depends
on the lighting and the skill with which the shots are
taken. Or again, consider Greta Garbo in the German
film The Joyless Street and in one of her American
films. Leaving aside the fact that the German picture
is older than the American ones, and that the art
of make-up was less advanced when the German film
was made, this wonderful woman’s face will hardly
be recognizable. In the German film it is chalky and
masklike, the skin looks muddy and gray, the eyes
are expressionless, the hair seems dusty. In any
of the American films her skin has a subdued satiny
luster, her clear cool eyes are extraordinarily pierc-
ing, and her soft silky hair seems to glow with a
mysterious inner radiance. By the help of clever
lighting, irregular features can be made to look har-
monious, a face can be made to look haggard or
full, old or young. It is exactly the same with in-
teriors and landscapes. Depending on the lighting,
a room may look warm and comfortable, or cold and
bare, large or small, clean or dirty; it may be striking
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at the first glance, or quite mediocre and insignificant.
The effect of a bright beam of sunshine falling across
a dark space could hardly be obtained with the same
success in color. The strange fascination of a thundery
landscape, the pallid light creeping in under a dark
cover; the silhouette of a mountain range against the
evening sky; the squalid grayness of an industrial area;
waving cornfields; motes dancing in the sunshine be-
tween the shadows of tree trunks—all these are black-
and-white effects by means of which desired moods
may quite naturally be suggested in a narrative film.
It is only necessary to remember the famous first act
in Fritz Lang’s The Nibelungen Saga, where Siegfried
is riding through the magic forest.

The special delight in getting the sense of the texture
of ordinary materials—such as dull iron, shining tin,
smooth fur, the woolly hide of an animal, soft skin—
in film or photograph is also heightened by the lack of
hues. To be sure, texture is more faithfully repro-
ducible in colors—as witness the famous paintings of
sikks by men like Terborch. If the art of giving the
illusion of the reality of stuffs rouses great admiration
even in painting, the effect is more uncannily exciting
when it is obtained without the aid of color—simply in
black and white. Occasionally a photographer succeeds
in the supremely difficult art of registering surface
qualities with an almost magical faithfulness, and
thereby giving a particularly genuine picture of his
subjects. On the other hand, one often notices how
oddly a table set for a meal comes out in a film—
what curious black things the people are eating, little
blobs, and slimy-smooth shining balls and all kinds of
flat things—they cut them up and put them cheerfully
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into their mouths, but one cannot see what they are.

Light, just as other properties of film, has been called
to serve definite decorative and evocative purposes
only as film developed into an art. In the early days
any conspicuous light effect was avoided, just as
perspective size-alterations and overlapping were
shunned. If the effects of the lighting sprang to the
eye too obviously in the picture, it was considered
a professional error. The American director Cecil B.
de Mille tells an instructive story to this effect:

“I had been accustomed to stage work, and I wanted
to use a particular light effect, which I had used in the
theater, for a film I was then shooting. In the scene in
question, a spy came creeping through a curtain, and
in order to make the effect more mysterious, I decided
to light only half the spy’s face and to leave the rest
in darkness. I looked at the result on the screen and
found it extraordinarily effective. I was so pleased with
this trick of lighting that I used it throughout the film,
that is, I used spotlights from one side or the other—
a method which is now freely practiced. After I had
sent the film to the distributor’s office I got a telegram
from the manager that surprised me considerably. It
ran:— Have you gone mad? Do you suppose we can
sell a film for its full price if you only show half a
man? ”

The film was rejected until de Mille hit on the idea
of bluffing his customers by referring to the recondite
authority of a great European artist. He wired back:
“If you fellows are such fools that you don’t know
Rembrandt chiaroscuro when you see it, don’t blame
me.” That did it. The distributor launched the film
with the slogan: “The first film lighted in the Rem-
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brandt style,” asked double the usual price, and got
it.

This story shows to what extent our way of seeing
has changed in the last few years. Nowadays even the
general public is accustomed to light effects such as
those with which de Mille experimented then. But in
those days film meant the reproduction of natural
objects, and any. formative intrusion was regarded as
detracting from truth to nature, that is, from the
fundamental object of film. A man who is only half
visible is only half a man, and in real life men are
never bisected—so Mr. de Mille’s picture was no good.
A simple equation. The lights must be so placed that
all the details of every object would be clearly rec-
ognizable; no “disturbing” shadows were wanted but
a clear survey. It was only later that the use of light
in the service of art was learned.

ARTISTIC USE OF THE DELIMITATION OF THE PICTURE
AND OF THE DISTANCE FROM THE OBJECT

Since our eyes can move freely in every direction, our
field of vision is practically unlimited. A film image,
on the other hand, is definitely bounded by its margins.
Only what appears within these margins is visible,
and therefore the film artist is forced—has the op-
portunity—to make a selection from the infinity of
real life. In other words, he can choose his “motif.”
The delimitation of the image is as much a formative
tool as perspective, for it allows of some particular
detail being brought out and given special signifi-
cance; and, conversely, of unimportant things being
omitted, surprises being suddenly introduced into the
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shot, reflections of things that are happening “off” being
brought in.

Moreover, a frame is an absolute essential if the
decorative qualities of a picture are to be displayed;
one can only consider the filling of the canvas, the
allotment of space, and so forth, if there are definite
limits to act as framework for the pictorial design.
The frame of the image consists of two vertical and
two horizontal lines. Every vertical and horizontal
line occurring in the shot, therefore, will be supported
by these axes. Slanting lines appear as slanting because
the margins of the picture are straight, that is, vertical
and horizontal; for every deviation requires some visi-
ble standard of comparison to show from what it
deviates.

In a good film image, all lines and other directions
stand in well-balanced relation to one another and
to the margins. They support one another as parallels
or are in contrast; they form a quiet or a restless
pattern, a complicated or a simple one; and similarly
with the distribution of dark and light masses. If the
screen were infinitely large, there could be no ques-
tion of a good organization of the surface, for, in
order to achieve it, there must be a limited space to
organize. There is no balance in the infinite, except
perhaps in wallpaper designs where there is a serial
uniformity, which, of course, is hardly applicable to
the flm.

The question of the size and proportion of the
image is quite topical at present. Abel Gance in his
Napoleon film took certain scenes for a triptych screen.
At the performance three projectors operated simul-
taneously, so that a sort of panoramic strip resulted,
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which could be surveyed at a single glance only from
a considerable distance. In America, too, various ex-
periments have been made with enlarged screens.
Nevertheless, the greater the surface of projection, the
more difficult it is to organize the picture meaning-
fully. The temptation to increase the size of the screen
goes with the desire for colored, stereoscopic, and
sound film. It is the wish of people who do not
know that artistic effect is bound up with the limita-
tions of the medium and who want quantity rather
than quality. They want to keep on getting nearer to
nature and do not realize that they thereby make it
increasingly difficult for film to be art.

The experiments with various-sized screens have
once again raised the question as to how far the
internationally standardized rectangular shape is ar-
tistically satisfactory. Statistical inquiries have been
made to discover what shapes were preferred by the
great masters. The Russian director Eisenstein during
his stay in Hollywood gave a lecture advocating the
square screen, within which horizontal and vertical
rectangles of any proportion could be formed by using
different-shaped masks. “Neither the vertical nor the
horizontal shape alone is ideal,” he said. “How may
the vertical and horizontal tendencies of the film
image be satisfied simultaneously? The battlefield for
such a conflict is easily found—it is the square. The
square is the only shape which is capable of producing
all possible rectangles, if portions at the sides, or
top and bottom are masked. It may also be used as a
whole, in order to impress upon the spectator the
cosmic finality of its squareness—particularly in a
dynamic sequence of different dimensions, from a tiny



76

square in the middle up to the all-embracing square
that includes the whole screen.”

In the beginnings of photography, and thus also of
film art, only all-inclusive images were taken, that is,
pictures that contained the whole of the event or ob-
ject to be represented. Close-ups—a pair of hands,
or half a face—could have been taken then as now,
but they were not. Things that are technically possible
are utilized only after the idea has penetrated that
by their means useful and valuable results can be
achieved, and not merely forbidden or unsound ones.
If one wanted to take a shot of a man, his complete
figure, or at least the whole upper part of his body,
had to be in the picture. The margins of the screen
were considered only in a negative sense—they must
not cut parts of anything off. Interest was concentrated
entirely on what was to be photographed, and not at
all on the manner in which this was to be done. That
sections and isolated details could be used creatively
was a revolution, the same revolution that had to take
place for all the other features of the film medium
before it could become art. Just as Cecil B. de Mille’s
customers objected to having pictures in which faces
were only partially illuminated, so it seemed absurd
intentionally to cut up a natural object by the margins
of the picture. Nowadays, after only a few years have
passed, it has become fashionable even for quite
mediocre directors to let the range finder go wild
from time to time.

In the film The Cameraman, Buster Keaton is in love
with a girl who works at a press-photograph agency.
The following scene takes place: It is early morning.
The office is being opened up, the employees arrive.
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The reception room with the counter at which cus-
tomers are received is shown. This is where the girl
works. She enters, takes her coat off, and settles down.
Suddenly the camera is shifted a little, and now a
hitherto invisible corner of the waiting room comes
into the picture, and there sits Buster Keaton, staring
stupidly in front of him. He has been sitting there all
night waiting to see the girl, This shows that even a
long shot may actually be, in a sense, nothing but a
detail shot. “Long shot” is of course a relative and
inexact term, which cannot be defined, unless by
saying: “A long shot includes the whole of everything
that is relevant to the particular total situation.” In
practice it would be called a long shot if (as in this
case) a whole office were shown. But that crucial
corner occupied by Buster Keaton does not come into
the picture and the whole effect of the shot depends
on this. The same event might have been shown in
this way: the girl comes up the stairs, opens the door
into the office and sees Buster Keaton sitting in the
corner. But the whole absurd and extravagant effect
arises from the fact that the spectator believes to be
seeing all there is to see—an ordinary office with
ordinary people working in it—and suddenly, as if he
had fallen from the skies, the ridiculous, infatuated
boy is discovered, as though waiting from time im-
memorial in the midst of this businesslike office, in
which nothing out of the ordinary is expected. The
psychological shock which is given to the spectator
might be described theoretically as follows: a complete
whole is shown, and the spectator has been lulled to
a false security; suddenly the total structure of this
whole is altered by an insignificant twist which seems
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incongruous with what has gone before. Something of
the same effect is achieved when Charlie Chaplin is
seen in Smart People marvelously turned out in a top
hat and tails; but only the upper part of his body is
shown, and suddenly it is discovered that he has no
trousers on and is standing there in his underpants.
Here again the part that is shown (the upper part of
the body) suggests a complete picture (smartly
dressed man) and the disclosure shows in quite a
different light what has already been seen, and turns
it into a caricature.

Now for an example of an entirely different kind.
Sternberg's The Docks of New York has a scene in
which a suicide jumps off a boat. Nothing is shown in
the shot except the quivering surface of the water in
which is seen the reflection of the boat with the
woman standing up and then jumping overboard.
The woman is shown indirectly by her reflection in
the water. The next moment, however, the woman
herself is seen falling into the water, at the very spot
where her reflection has been. This unexpected se-
guence of the direct upon the indirect view is most
impressive. The effect is achieved by a careful choice
of what is to be photographed. The camera is so
placed that the most important part of the shot,
namely, the boat with the woman on board, does not
come in at all—a position which is quite absurd from
the standpoint of ordinary representation of an object.
The important part of the event, the only reason for
which the shot has been taken, only throws its reflec-
tion into the picture. But the spectator, who perhaps
might have watched a direct shot of the event with



