Some Helpful Resources for the Teaching of Film

Bang, Molly (2000).  Picture This: How Pictures Work.  New York, NY.  SeaStar 
Books.

Molly Bang, a book illustrator, writes in her preface that her book “looks only at one question:  How does the structure of a picture affect our emotional response?  It analyzes in very simple terms this one element of how pictures work” (7).  From this point, Bang proceeds to illustrate, using only simple geometric shapes, a re-telling of “Little Red Riding Hood,” metacognitively discussing her choices in shape, colour and form, rejecting some initial selections, and then showing how she arrives at the best choice.  For instance, she arrives, after some engaging musing,  at using a “medium-sized red triangle” to symbolize Red Riding Hood for the connotations the shape and colour invoke:  “stability, balance, a prickliness or alertness, plus warmth, strength, vitality, boldness, and perhaps some sense of danger” (8).  Later, when illustrating Little Red Riding Hood’s forest, Bang makes the decision to strategically tilt some of the trees:


The two aspects I want to point out here are:  1.  Diagonal 


lines give a feeling of movement or tension to a picture, as with 


the leaning trees that seem to be falling or about to fall, and, 


2.  Shapes that lean toward the protagonist feel as though they 


are blocking or stopping forward progress, whereas shapes leaning 
away give the impression of opening up space or leading the 
protagonist forward” (22).


Bang finishes her illustration of the story with an illustrated review of the basic principles of “how pictures work”  (42- 80) and some excellent suggested exercises to catalyze experimentation with line, colour and form.  Her book is clear and simple, yet never condescends, and offers an excellent introduction to the basic concepts of mise-en-scene—the time and care given to choice in constructing illustrations, even with rudimentary geometric shapes, is illuminating.

Begleiter, Marcie (2001).  From Word to Image.  Studio City, CA.  Michael 
Wiese Productions.


An excellent introduction to the process of storyboarding, Begleiter’s work begins with a gentle urging:  “Do not be intimidated by the new material.  If you’re accustomed to dealing with the world on a verbal level, then visual expression will be a stretch.  That’s OK—muscles that haven’t been used for a long time may ache as they are exercised again” (6).  Begleiter proceeds to straightforwardly outline the process and product of storyboarding, offering a unique perspective into the world of mise-en-scene.  While in later chapters a bit too technical, a bit too focused on perspective and drawing the human form, the earlier chapters offer a cornucopia of useful information for teaching film in the classroom:  a comprehensive list of film terminology (illustrated with storyboards) (56-66), an excellent chapter devoted to the consideration of aspect ratio (85-104), which includes framing samples “that may be photocopied and used for a variety of projects” (92), and a thorough introductory look at composition, discussing the effects of symmetry/asymmetry, lines, contrast, and texture (125-143).  From Word to Image contains appendices with lists of DVDs with storyboards and other preproduction visualization documents (194 – 199), and excellent internet sites devoted to visualization content (208 – 218).
Boggs, Joseph M. and Petrie, Dennis W (2004).  The Art of Watching Films, 
Sixth Edition. New York, NY.  McGraw Hill.


This is simply the finest University-level textbook available, an invaluable resources for teachers who are looking to educate themselves about the art and language of film.  Boggs and Petrie acknowledge the similarities and differences between film and print text, and discuss, thoroughly, the narrative elements of a film:


Literature and films do share and communicate many 


elements in similar ways.  Perceptive film analysis rests on 


the principles used in literary analysis.  Therefore, before we 


turn to the unique elements of film, we need to look into the 


elements that film shares with any good story. (40)

Entire sections are then devoted to theme, characterization, allegory, symbol, and irony.  Boggs and Petrie then go on to define and illuminate the aspects of film that we are to teach to our students in meticulously detailed and beautifully illustrated (with black & white and colour stills from films, both classic and modern) chapters on visual design, cinematography, editing, color sound effects and dialogue, the musical score, and director’s style.  Each of these chapters ends with a general list of questions to ask yourself while watching film, specific to the element of film that has just been covered; amazingly well-conceived video exercises, with lists of film sequences (with their DVD time clearly established) to be watched and considered; lists of DVDs with extra features specific to the element of film that has just been covered; and a list of “films for study” to further one’s acumen in the element of film discussed in each chapter.  Progressing through this textbook is as close to taking an introductory film class at a post-secondary institution as one could hope for.


While ostensibly a University-level textbook, the writing is consistently clear and comprehensible, certainly accessible for a High School-level audience.  Though expensive, a class-set would be a more-than-worthy addition to any school’s resources.

Note:  The website (http://www.mhhe.com/awf6) for this text promises a free CD-ROM that accompanies this text.  The CD-ROM promises to “help clarify and reinforce specific concepts addressed in the text with the use of film clips (one per chapter)” , and includes “a corresponding commentary for each film clip, and a corresponding quiz for students to take to test their understanding of the material…[f]ilms featured on the CD-ROM include: Far and Away, Psycho, Mulholland Dr., Far from Heaven, The Spanish Prisoner, Battleship Potemkin, Pleasantville, Casino, Cape Fear, Meet the Parents, Vertigo, Do the Right Thing, Shakespeare in Love, Double Indemnity, The General, The Graduate.” The CD-ROM did not arrive with either of my ordered copies of this text; I have contacted McGraw-Hill, and will update this notation accordingly.
Bordwell, David and Thompson, Kristin (2001).  Film Art:  An Introduction, 
Sixth Edition.  New York, NY:  McGraw Hill.


As the title suggests, this is a University-level textbook that focuses primarily on the art of the visual, sumptuously illustrated with a plethora of stills from movies past and present. In their preface, Bordwell and Thompson write that their goal in the creation of this resource “was to provide a text that would describe…techniques—mise-en-scene, cinematography, editing and sound—in a systematic, clear, but thorough way” (xv), and they’ve certainly achieved their goal.  This is an exceedingly comprehensive work, with incredibly detailed chapters on mise-en-scene, cinematography, editing, sound in the cinema, and style as a formal system.  Bordwell and Thompson spend a great deal of time on the effect of said techniques,  methodically discussing directorial style in respect to technique; lengthy and meticulously detailed scene analyses are provided for specific films throughout the text, fortifying concepts discussed.  While the authors’ decision to use many examples from World Cinema in their analyses should be applauded, acknowledging the world canon, some of these films may be difficult to locate at the local video store, and the intent of these analytical inclusions somewhat devalued.


This is a thorough, scholarly work, and quite a weighty tome.  This resource is probably better suited for those wishing to extend their knowledge of the language of the visual after an initial understanding of the language of the visual has been acquired; the density of the material, while never ponderous, may be daunting for some.

Boorstin, Jon (1995).  Making Movies Work:  thinking like a filmmaker.  
Beverly Hills, CA.  Silman-James Press.


Boorstin writes with the assurance of an “insider” to the world of filmmaking, and this text provides an engaging examination of the medium.  While not structured like a “normal” textbook, with lists of terminology in bold and chapters devoted to certain filmic elements, Boorstin delves passionately into the medium of film, and his insights are often informative and revealing:


What I have discovered is that we don’t watch movies 


one way, we watch them three different ways.  We derive 


three distinct pleasures from watching a film, which I call 


the voyeur’s, the vicarious, and the visceral.  Each 


demands a different set of film techniques, often in 


contradiction with the others; each has its own sort of 


content, its own rules of time and space, its own way of 


judging reality.  As we watch, the three compete within 


us (9).

The examination of these “three ways” forms the basis of Boorstin’s text, which he peppers throughout with interesting anecdotes and a distinct insider’s view:


Often what feels like artifice on the set looks more real on 


film.  “Cheat toward the camera’ is a common refrain to 


the actor—look more full into the camera, look away from 


the actress you are talking to so the audience will believe 


you are really facing her (30).


Boorstin discusses specific films, such as Psycho and Sophie’s Choice, in an in-depth manner to reinforce concepts discussed in his text.  As mentioned before, this text is not structured like the usual textbook, but reveals much of the effect that movies have on us, and the means by which they do so.  Entertaining and informative, Making Movies Work:  Thinking Like a Filmmaker will be an useful text for those teachers looking to augment their prior knowledge of how films work.
Corrigan, Timothy (2001).  A Short Guide to Writing About Film.  Toronto, ON.  
Longman Press.


This book, is simply one of the finest texts regarding the study of film in the English Language Arts classroom; in his preface, Corrigan notes his hopes that his book will demonstrate “how thinking about and writing about film are intricately bound together” (ix), and he certainly succeeds.  The book is exceedingly practical: a section on how to take notes while watching a movie (30-36) (complete with sample standardized abbreviations), a section on what to look for when analyzing mise-en-Scene (58-66), a short (yet thorough) chapter devoted to different approaches to writing about film (93-108)—this text is incredibly comprehensive and accessible.


Two things impressively separate this book from others: the use, throughout, of a myriad of samples of actual High School students’ writing on film (annotated by Corrigan throughout as to what the student does well), and the attention given to style in writing; only a teacher of English could have written this book.  Sections devoted to “Varied Sentence Structures” (130-132), “Introductory Paragraphs” (136-138) and how to properly quote films (182-186) are peppered with examples of student work, with their revisions—ready-made lessons for class.  Comprehensive resource materials, both print and on-line, are included, as is a detailed glossary of film terms.
Gibbs, John (2002).  Mise-en-scene:  Film Style and Interpretation.  New York, NY:  Wallflower Press.
One of Wallflower Press’s “Short Cuts” series, each title a book-length essay on a genre or element of film, John Gibbs’ entry is a thoughtful and considered look at the construction and manipulation of mise-en-scene in cinema.  Gibbs is cognizant of the inadequacy of most textbooks in defining and discussing the term:  “many textbooks of today, including those which aim to give an introduction to the subject area, underestimate the importance of mise-en-scene.  Some writers offer inadequate or even incorrect definitions of the term, while others seem unaware of the full implications of visual style” (1).  What follows is an engaging contemplation of mise-en-scene’s importance in the cinematic realm, with extended discussions of John Sayle’s Lone Star and Douglas Sirk’s Imitation of Life, though other films are mentioned throughout.  The text is illustrated with well-chosen stills, and Gibbs’ passion for the subject augments the power and readability of his book:

If any of the main points of this book are true—that style 

determines meaning, that how an event is portrayed on the 

screen defines its significance, that single moments or images 

of flms cannot be adequately considered when extracted from 

their context—then close study continues to be vital.  My belief 

is that an understanding of mise-en-scene is a prerequisite 

for making other kinds of claims about film, and, whatever 

argument you want to make, whatever the motivation for your 

discussion, a sense of how style relates to meaning needs to be 

central to your enquiry (100).

This is an excellent text for those teachers who are looking to extend their knowledge of what mise-en-scene is, and how it functions in the construction of meaning in film—Gibbs concludes with an appendix that lists “where to find illuminating writing about films as film” (101).
Piper, Jim.  Get The Picture? (2001).  New York, NY:  Alworth Press.

Piper’s text is an excellent marriage between the vernacular employed when discussing a literary text, and the vernacular used when discussing a film text; Piper notes in his first chapter that “[s]hots are to films what sentences are to books…[and] paying attention to shots is the first step in getting more out of a movie than merely experiencing a good story” (3).  What follows is an incredibly thorough and organized look at the grammar of film, particularly in relation to the language often used when discussing print text; for example, Piper writes of “protagonists and antagonists” and “round and flat characters” in his chapter devoted to characterization (127-147).  Interspersed throughout Piper’s text are “Try This” exercises, to catalyze a deeper understanding of the techniques discussed, often with cleverly-conceived lists of films to accomplish this goal.  Get The Picture? is illustrated with many stills from film, both classic and modern, and countless examples, culled from actual films, are given to bolster concepts and ideas.  Concise, specific “mini-essays” are included to augment concepts discussed; for example, Piper writes of “The Realist Style in My Name is Joe,” “The Formalist Style in The Conversation,” and “Meteorology and Insane Gunplay in Unforgiven” when discussing “tone in film (186-190).


There are distinct advantages of Piper’s text over others: he writes with a markedly personal voice, colloquial and engaging, that “de-mystifies” much of the language of film.  As well, this is a comparatively inexpensive book, making this text a possibility to purchase in class sets for use in the classroom.
Prince, Stephen (2001).  Movies and Meaning:  An Introduction to Film, Second 
Edition.  Toronto, ON:  Allyn and Bacon.


This is by far the most comprehensive and well-laid out textbook devoted exclusively to Film Studies that I have found, much better than Louis Gianetti’s often-mentioned Understanding Movies (2001).  What distinguishes it from Gianetti’s is its systemic approach to understanding the language of film; each chapter begins with objectives and a list of key terms and concepts, each chapter building logically on the information from the last.  In addition, the still pictures from films that grace almost every page are there for a purpose rather than aesthetic value, and the text accompanying said pictures reinforces the content of the chapter (unlike Gianetti’s book at times).  Also of note is the frequent addition of “case studies,” thorough analyses of an element of film from specific films, such as a lengthy study of editing to maintain narration and point of view using a handsomely illustrated scene from Hitchcock’s Rear Window (pp. 175-185).


While there is far too much information for a High School student to coalesce, this would be an excellent starting ground for teachers to gain knowledge in the area of film study.

Vineyard, Jeremy (1999).  Setting Up Your Shots:  Great Camera Moves 
Every Filmmaker Should Know.  Studio City, CA:  Michael Wiese 
Productions.

As Cory Williams, president of Alternative Productions, writes in an epigraph to this book, “[i]t’s a great reference too, a quick reminder of the most commonly used shots by the greatest filmmakers of all time.”  Setting Up Your Shots:  Great Camera Moves Every Filmmaker Should Know begins with an illustrated section on “Basic Cinematic Techniques,” and progresses to defining more complex techniques; sections are devoted to “composition Techniques,” “Crane Techniques,” “Techniques of Movement,” “Techniques of Perspective,” “Camera Techniques,” Editing Techniques,” and “Miscellaneous Techniques”—all techniques are illustrated through storyboarded sketches. What distinguishes Vineyard’s text from others is a focus not only on the “how” a certain technique is achieved, but also on the “why?”—why a filmmaker would employ a “expand dolly” (47) or a “multi-take” (88), the effect of each technique.


Examples of each technique from specific films are given throughout the book, and a few rudimentary exercises close each chapter.  This book is probably best for those with a basic understanding of film vernacular, as some of the techniques described are quite advanced, but Vineyard’s text is clear and explanatory enough for even a complete novitiate to the language of film.

