
Film	  Studies	  I	  
Formal	  Vocabulary	  for	  Cinematography	  	  
	  
Frame	  Rate:	  
A	  typical	  sound	  film	  is	  shot	  at	  a	  frame	  rate	  of	  24	  frames	  per	  second.	  If	  the	  number	  of	  
frames	  exposed	  in	  each	  second	  is	  increased,	  the	  action	  will	  seem	  to	  move	  more	  
slowly	  than	  normal	  when	  it	  is	  played	  back.	  Conversely,	  the	  fewer	  the	  number	  of	  
frames	  exposed	  each	  second,	  the	  more	  rapid	  the	  resulting	  action	  appears	  to	  be.	  The	  
extreme	  case	  of	  frame	  rate	  manipulation	  is	  stop-‐motion,	  when	  the	  camera	  takes	  
only	  one	  frame	  then	  the	  subject	  is	  manipulated	  or	  allowed	  to	  change	  before	  taking	  
another	  frame.	  
	  

Aspect	  Ratio:	  The	  ratio	  of	  the	  horizontal	  to	  the	  vertical	  sides	  of	  an	  image.	  Until	  the	  
1950s	  almost	  all	  film	  was	  shot	  in	  a	  4:3	  or	  1.33:1	  aspect	  ratio.	  Some	  filmmakers	  used	  
multiple	  projectors	  to	  create	  a	  wider	  aspect	  ratio	  whereas	  others	  claimed	  that	  the	  
screen	  should	  be	  square,	  not	  rectangular.	  Widescreen	  formats	  became	  more	  popular	  
in	  the	  1950s	  and	  now	  films	  are	  made	  in	  a	  variety	  of	  aspect	  ratios	  -‐-‐	  some	  of	  the	  most	  
common	  being	  1.66:1,	  1.76:1,	  1.85:1,	  and	  2.35:1	  (cinemascope).Widescreen	  films	  
are	  often	  trimmed	  for	  television	  or	  video	  release,	  effectively	  altering	  the	  original	  
compositions.	  Some	  DVD's	  have	  the	  option	  of	  showing	  the	  film	  in	  its	  original	  format	  
and	  in	  a	  reduced	  ratio	  that	  fits	  the	  TV	  screen.	  

	  
	  
Framing:	  In	  one	  sense,	  cinema	  is	  an	  art	  of	  subtraction.	  The	  edges	  of	  the	  image	  create	  
a	  "frame"	  that	  includes	  or	  excludes	  aspects	  of	  what	  occurs	  in	  front	  of	  the	  camera	  -‐-‐	  
the	  "profilmic	  event".	  	  Every	  Framing	  produces	  6	  off	  screen	  spaces:	  one	  on	  each	  side	  
of	  the	  frame,	  one	  beyond	  the	  horizon	  or	  deepest	  plane	  that	  can	  be	  seen	  in	  the	  shot	  
and	  one	  from	  which	  the	  image	  is	  “seen.”	  The	  expressive	  qualities	  of	  framing	  include	  
the	  angle	  of	  the	  camera	  to	  the	  object,	  the	  aspect	  ratio	  of	  the	  projected	  image,	  the	  
relationship	  between	  camera	  and	  object,	  and	  the	  association	  of	  camera	  with	  
character	  
	  
Angle	  (of	  framing):	  Many	  films	  are	  shot	  with	  a	  camera	  that	  appears	  to	  be	  at	  
approximately	  the	  same	  height	  as	  its	  subject.	  However,	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  film	  from	  a	  
position	  that	  is	  significantly	  lower	  or	  higher	  than	  the	  dominant	  element	  of	  the	  shot.	  
In	  that	  case,	  the	  image	  is	  described	  as	  low	  angle	  or	  high	  angle	  respectively.	  Angle	  of	  
framing	  can	  be	  used	  to	  indicate	  the	  relation	  between	  a	  character	  and	  the	  camera's	  
point	  of	  view.	  Or	  can	  simply	  be	  used	  to	  create	  striking	  visual	  compositions.	  
	  
Level	  of	  Framing:	  Not	  only	  the	  angle	  from	  which	  a	  camera	  films	  but	  the	  height	  can	  
also	  be	  a	  significant	  element	  in	  a	  film.	  A	  low-‐level	  camera	  is	  placed	  close	  to	  the	  
ground	  whereas	  a	  high-‐level	  camera	  would	  be	  placed	  above	  the	  typical	  perspective	  
shown	  in	  the	  cinema.	  Camera	  level	  is	  used	  to	  signify	  sympathy	  for	  characters	  who	  
occupy	  particular	  levels	  in	  the	  image,	  or	  just	  to	  create	  pleasurable	  compositions.	  



Camera	  level	  is	  obviously	  used	  to	  a	  greater	  advantage	  when	  the	  difference	  in	  height	  
bewteen	  objects	  or	  characters	  is	  greater.	  	  
	  
Canted Angle (or Framing): is a view in which the frame is not level; either the 
right or left side is lower than the other, causing objects in the scene to appear 
slanted out of an upright positon. Canted framings are used to create an 
impression of chaos and instability. They are therefore associated with the 
frantic rhythms of action films, music videos and animation. 
	  
	  
Shot Scale: If the same object were filmed at different shot scales it would 
often signify quite differently. Shot scale can foster intimacy with a character, 
or conversely, it can swallow the character in its environment. 
 
Extreme Long Shot: A framing in which the scale of the object shown is very 
small; a building, landscape, or crowd of people will fill the screen. Usually the 
first or last shots of a sequence, that can also function as establishing shots. 
 
Long Shot:  framing in which the scale of the object shown is small; a standing 
human figure would appear nearly the height of the screen. It makes for a 
relatively stable shot that can accomodate movement without reframing.  
 
Medium Long Shot: raming such than an object four or five feet high would fill most 
of the screen vertically. Also called plain américain, given its recurrence in the 
Western genre, where it was important to keep a cowboy's weapon in the 
image. 
 
Medium Shot: A framing in which the scale of the object shown is fairly large; a 
human figure seen from the chest up would fill most of the screen. Another 
common shot scale. 
 
Close Up: A framing in which the scale of the object shown is relatively large. In 
a close-up a person's head, or some other similarly sized object, would fill the 
frame. Framing scales are not universal, but rather established in relationship 
with other frames from the same film.  
 
Extreme Close Up: A framing in which the scale of the object shown is very large; 
most commonly, a small object or a part of the body usually shot with 
a zoom lens.  
 
Camera Movment: The Camera can either be locked on to a stable, immobile support, usually a tripod, or it 
can move. 
 



Crane Shot: A shot with a change in framing rendered by having the camera 
above the ground and moving through the air in any direction. It is 
accomplished by placing the camera on a crane (basically, a large cantilevered 
arm) or similar device. Crane shots are often long or extreme long shots: they 
lend the camera a sense of mobility and often give the viewer a feeling of 
omniscience over the characters. 
 
Handheld and Steadicam: The use of the camera operator's body as a camera 
support, either holding it by hand or using a gyroscopic stabilizer and a harness. 
Newsreel and wartime camera operators favored smaller cameras such as the 
Eclair that were quickly adopted by documentarist and avant-garde filmmakers, 
notably the cinéma verité movement of the 1950s and 1960s. They were also 
used by young filmmakers since they were cheap and lent the images a greater 
feeling of sponteneity. At the time this challenge to prevailing standards was 
perceived as anti-cinematic but eventually it came to be accepted as a style. 
Whereas hand held cameras give a film an unstable, jerky feel, they also allows 
for a greater degree of movement and flexibility than bulkier standard cameras 
--at a fraction of the cost. Filmmakers now are experimenting with digital video 
in a similar way. Gyroscopically stabilized "steadicams" were invented in the 
1970s and made it possible to create smooth "tracking" shots without 
cumbersome equipment.  
 
Pan: A camera movement with the camera body turning to the right or left. On 
the screen, it produces a mobile framing which scans the space horizontally. A 
pan directly and immediately connects two places or characters, thus making us 
aware of their proximity. The speed at which a pan occurs can be expoited for 
different dramatic purposes.  
 
Tilt: A camera movement with the camera body swiveling upward or downward 
on a stationary support. It produces a mobile framing that scans the space 
vertically. Its function is similar to that of pans and tracking shots, albeit on a 
vertical axis.  
 
Tracking shot: A mobile framing that travels through space forward, backward, or 
laterally. See also crane shot, pan, and tilt. A tracking shot usually follows a 
character or object as it moves along the screen. Contrary to the pan, which 
mimicks a turning head, a tracking shot physically accompanies the entire range 
of movement. It therefore creates a closer affinity with the character or object 
moving, since the spectator is not just watching him/her moving, but 
moving with him/her. A standard tracking shot, as it was devised in the 
Classical Studio filmmaking, consisted in placing the camera on a wheeled 
support called a dolly, and moving it along rails or tracks to ensure the 



smoothness of movement associated with the continuity editing style. As 
cameras became lighter and steadier, tracking shots became more flexible and 
creative: bycicles, wheelchairs, roller skates, and many ingenious wheeled 
artifacts augmented the range of movement of tracking shots. 
 
Whip Pan: An extremely fast movement of the camera from side to side, which 
briefly causes the image to blur into a set of indistinct horizontal streaks. Often 
an imperceptible cut will join two whip pans to create a trick transition between 
scenes. 
 
 
 

	  

	  

Exposure	  
A	  camera	  lens	  has	  an	  aperture	  that	  controls	  how	  much	  light	  passes	  through	  the	  lens	  
and	  onto	  the	  film.	  If	  the	  aperture	  is	  widened,	  more	  light	  comes	  through	  and	  the	  
resultant	  image	  will	  become	  more	  exposed.	  If	  an	  image	  is	  so	  pale	  that	  the	  detail	  
begins	  to	  disappear,	  it	  can	  be	  described	  as	  "overexposed".	  Conversely,	  a	  narrow	  
aperture	  that	  allows	  through	  less	  light	  will	  produce	  a	  darker	  image	  than	  normal,	  
known	  as	  "underexposed".	  Exposure	  can	  be	  manipulated	  to	  guide	  an	  audience's	  
response	  to	  a	  scene.	  

	  

Contrast:	  The	  ratio	  of	  dark	  to	  light	  in	  an	  image.	  	  

Depth	  of	  Field:	  

The	  distance	  through	  which	  elements	  in	  an	  image	  are	  in	  sharp	  focus.	  Bright	  
light	  and	  a	  narrow	  lens	  aperture	  tend	  to	  produce	  a	  larger	  depth	  of	  field,	  as	  
does	  using	  a	  wide-‐angle	  rather	  than	  a	  long	  lens.	  A	  shallow	  depth	  of	  field	  is	  
often	  used	  as	  a	  technique	  to	  focus	  audience	  attention	  on	  the	  most	  significant	  
aspect	  of	  a	  scene	  without	  having	  to	  use	  an	  analytic	  cut-‐in.	  Depth	  of	  field	  is	  
directly	  connected,	  but	  not	  to	  be	  confused,	  with	  focus.	  Focus	  is	  the	  quality	  (the	  
"sharpness"	  of	  an	  object	  as	  it	  is	  registered	  in	  the	  image)	  and	  depth	  of	  field	  refers	  to	  
the	  extent	  to	  which	  the	  space	  represented	  is	  in	  focus.	  For	  a	  given	  lens	  aperture	  and	  
level	  of	  lighting,	  the	  longer	  the	  focal	  distance	  (the	  distance	  between	  the	  lens	  and	  the	  
object	  that	  is	  in	  focus)	  the	  greater	  the	  focal	  depth.	  For	  a	  given	  focal	  distance,	  the	  
greater	  the	  level	  of	  lighting	  or	  the	  narrower	  the	  aperture,	  the	  greater	  the	  focal	  
depth.	  	  



	  

	  
Deep	  Focus:	  Like	  deep	  space	  (covered	  in	  on	  the	  mise-‐en-‐scene	  hand	  out,)	  deep	  focus	  
involves	  staging	  an	  event	  on	  film	  such	  that	  significant	  elements	  occupy	  widely	  
separated	  planes	  in	  the	  image.	  Unlike	  deep	  space,	  deep	  focus	  requires	  that	  elements	  
at	  very	  different	  depths	  of	  the	  image	  both	  be	  in	  focus.	  	  

Shallow	  Focus:	  A	  restricted	  depth	  of	  field,	  which	  keeps	  only	  one	  plane	  in	  sharp	  
focus;	  the	  opposite	  of	  deep	  focus.	  Used	  to	  direct	  the	  viewer's	  attention	  to	  one	  
element	  of	  a	  scene.	  

	  

Racking	  focus:	  changing	  the	  focus	  of	  a	  lens	  such	  that	  an	  element	  in	  one	  plane	  of	  the	  
image	  goes	  out	  of	  focus	  and	  an	  element	  at	  another	  plane	  in	  the	  image	  comes	  into	  
focus.	  This	  technique	  is	  an	  even	  more	  overt	  way	  of	  steering	  audience	  attention	  
through	  the	  scene,	  as	  well	  as	  of	  linking	  two	  spaces	  or	  objects.	  
	  
Telephoto	  shot:An	  image	  shot	  with	  an	  extremely	  long	  lens	  is	  called	  a	  telephoto	  shot.	  
The	  effect	  of	  using	  a	  long	  lens	  is	  to	  compress	  the	  apparent	  depth	  of	  an	  image,	  so	  that	  
elements	  that	  are	  relatively	  close	  or	  far	  away	  from	  the	  camera	  seem	  to	  lie	  at	  
approximately	  the	  same	  distance.	  
	  
Wide	  Angle	  shot:	  Point Of View Shot: Normally a system of two shots. A shot 
taken with the camera placed approximately where the character's eyes would 
be, showing what the character would see (an “object shot”) usually cut in 
before or after a shot of the character looking (a “glance shot”.) Some films use 
a single shot point of view scheme that does not reveal the looking character for 
the entire film. The use of single shot point of view has increased in the digital 
era because Longer single shots can be taken with digital equipment. 
	  
	  
Zoom	  shot:	  uses	  a	  lens	  with	  several	  elements	  that	  allows	  the	  filmmaker	  to	  change	  
the	  focal	  length	  of	  the	  lens	  (see	  telephoto	  shot)	  while	  the	  shot	  is	  in	  progress.	  We	  
seem	  to	  move	  toward	  or	  away	  from	  the	  subject,	  while	  the	  quality	  of	  the	  image	  
changes	  from	  that	  of	  a	  shorter	  to	  a	  longer	  lens,	  or	  vice	  versa.	  The	  change	  in	  apparent	  
distance	  from	  the	  subject	  is	  similar	  to	  the	  crane	  or	  tracking	  shots,	  but	  changes	  in	  
depth	  of	  field	  and	  apparent	  size	  is	  quite	  different.	  Zooms	  are	  commonly	  used	  at	  the	  
beginning	  of	  a	  scene,	  or	  even	  a	  film,	  to	  introduce	  an	  object	  or	  character	  by	  focusing	  
on	  it.	  
	  
 Following shot: with framing that shifts to keep a moving figure onscreen. A 
following shot combines a camera movement, 



like panning, tracking, tilting orcraning, with the specific function of directing 
our attention to a character or object as he/she/it moves inside the frame. 
 
Reframing: Short panning or tilting movements to adjust for the figures' 
movements, keeping them onscreen or centered. An important technique 
of continuity editing, thanks to its unobstrusive nature. The characters' actions 
take precedence over the camera movements, 
 
Point Of View Shot: Normally a system of two shots. A shot taken with the 
camera placed approximately where the character's eyes would be, showing 
what the character would see (an “object shot”) usually cut in before or after a 
shot of the character looking (a “glance shot”.) Some films use a single shot 
point of view scheme that does not reveal the looking character for the entire 
film. The use of single shot point of view has increased in the digital era 
because Longer single shots can be taken with digital equipment. 
 
	  

	  

	  

	  

	  


