
Chapter 1: What Is a Movie? 
 

Instructions: Read through the notes provided below, and answer 
the following review questions (1-10).  
 
What is a movie?  Brainstorm… 
 
Most of you have watched movies.  They are, after all, the most popular art form of modern society. 
 
We are going to LOOK at movies.  After this class, you will have a thorough sense of the major 
components of film and a beginning understanding of the “language” of movies. 
 
Even though you have picked up many of the conventions and language of film on an instinctive level, 
once you learn what a movie is all about you will see that it is more challenging than you thought. 
 
Let’s look at the core principle of all art:  Relationship between FORM and CONTENT 
 
Content: Subject of artwork  
Form: The means through which the subject is expressed 
 
 
Consider surveillance tape, that is unedited, from a store or bank: 

--Boring! 
--Even when you know a robbery is taking place, excitement in event NOT in how it is shot 
--Single, unchanging, wide angle view 
--In real time, no fast forward, slow motion 

 
Now, think of a film that involves a robbery: 

--Only important events --Juxtaposition of scenes/shots 
--Cool characters --Camera angles 
--Music 

 
 
Look at how artists portray the human form: 

--Michelangelo’s David --Stick figure --Anime character 
We could do this with music as well… 
 
 
Once we recognize the differences and similarities among the forms, we can ask questions about how the 
forms shape our emotional and intellectual responses to the subject. 
 
 
Look at the three forms again and interpret: 

--Michelangelo’s David: Idealized human form 
--Stick figure: Generic, lacking emotion, motion 
--Anime: Exaggerated, emotion present, not realistic 

 
 



FORM and CONTENT, rather than being separate things that come together to produce art, are instead 
two aspects of the entire formal SYSTEM of a work of art.  They are interrelated, interdependent, and 
interactive. 
 
 
 
FORM and EXPECTATIONS 
 
Our decisions to see a particular movie is almost always based on certain expectations. 

 
--Publicity 
 
--Word of mouth 
 
--Genre is appealing 

 
Hollywood producers and screenwriters assume audiences decide in the first 10 minutes whether they like 
the film or not. 
 
 
Even if we have no preconceptions before stepping into the theater, we form impressions very quickly 
once the movie begins. 
 
 
As the movie continues, we experience a more complex web of expectations, many are tied to the 
NARRATIVE—the formal component that connects the events within the world of the movie—and 
to our sense that certain events follow others (cause and effect). 
 
 
Often times a movies starts with a “normal” situation which is altered by a particular incident, or catalyst, 
that forces the characters to act in pursuit of a goal. 
 
 
Anton Chekhov (Russian 19th century playwright):  When an audience sees a character produce a gun in 
the first act, they expect that gun to be used before the play ends. 
 

--Touch of Evil: Event: Explosion at beginning 
Expectation: Will Vargas track down the killer? 

 
--Jaws: Event: Shark attack 

Expectation: Will Brody kill the shark? 
 

--Psycho Event: Marion Crane steals $40,000 
Expectation: Will she get caught? 

 
Even as the narrative form is shaping our expectations, other qualities may help out: 
 

--Color scheme of film (Traffic) Others: 
 
--Sound(s)/Music (Jaws) Others: 



 
--Length of shots (Barry Lyndon) Others: 
 
--Camera movement (Raging Bull) Others: 

 
 
**All of these cooperate with dramatic elements to heighten or confuse expectations.  One way of doing 
this is by establishing patterns… 
PATTERNS 
 
Instinctively, we search for patterns and progressions in all art forms.  The more these meet our 
expectations (or contradict them in interesting ways), the more likely we are to enjoy, analyze, and 
interpret the work. 
 
When we read a Sonnet by Shakespeare we expect a particular form: 
 

First Quatrain: ABAB 
Second Quatrain: CDCD 
Third Quatrain: EFEF 
Couplet: GG 

 
When we listen to a song on the radio: 

First Verse: A 
Chorus: B 
Second Verse: C 
Chorus: B 
Bridge: D 
Third Verse: E 
Chorus: B Or slight variations on this pattern… 

 
 
When we listen, or watch something, there is a comfort or trust that the song/film will follow the pattern 
we recognize and trust.  D.W. Griffith’s “Way Down East” illustrates how we rely on this pattern: 
 

Anna Marie tries to walk through a blizzard but becomes disoriented and 
wonders onto a partially frozen river.  She faints on an ice floe and is rescued 
by David Bartlett just as she is about to go over a huge waterfall (ostensibly to her death). 
 
Pattern of shots: --A: Anna on the ice 

--B: David jumping from one floe to another 
--C: Niagara Falls 

--Repeat Pattern: ABC, ABC, ABC, ABC… 
 

In watching this scene, we assume the river flows over Niagara Falls and that 
David is trying to get to Anna. 

 
In reality Anna and David’s scenes were shot separately and the river 

was not flowing over Niagara Falls.  However, because of PARALLEL EDITING, 
Griffith has created the ILLUSION of connections leaving us with an impression of a 
continuous, anxiety-producing drama. 



 
 
Narrative patterns provide an element of structure, ground us in the familiar, or acquaint us with the 
unfamiliar; repeating them emphasizes their content.  
 
 
Non-narrative patterns, such as the repetition of a familiar image or a familiar sound effect (or motif from 
the movie’s score) are also important components of film form. 
 
 
PRINCIPLES of FILM FORM 
 
 
General principles of film form include: --A: Movies manipulate space and time in unique ways 
 --B: Movies depend on light 

--C: Movies provide an illusion of movement 
 
 
A:  MOVIES MANIPULATE SPACE AND TIME IN UNIQUE WAYS 

 
--Architecture: Deals with space 
 
--Music: Deals with time 
 
--Movies: Manipulate space/time and are thus both SPATIAL and TEMPORAL art 

 
 
Films move seamlessly from one space to another (from room to landscape to outer space). 
 
 
Films make space move (camera moves away from subject, changing physical/psychological/emotional 
relationship between viewer and subject). 
 
 
Films fragment time in many different ways: --In real time 

--Slow motion 
--Alter juxtaposition of scenes 
--Extreme compression of vast swaths of time 

 
 
How a camera sees vs. a human eye: 

--Both see movements, colors, sizes, textures 
--Camera is more selective 
--It frames its image and can widen/foreshorten space (wide angle/closeup) 

 
 
MEDIATION: The process by which an agent, structure, or other formal element, whether 

human or technological, transfers something from one place to another. 
 
 



 
No matter how straightforward the mediation of the camera eye may seem, it always involves selection 
and manipulation of what is seen.  Unlike the surveillance camera, the motion picture camera is not an 
artless recorder of “reality.”  It is instead one of a number of expressive tools that filmmakers use to 
influence our interpretation of the movie’s meaning. 

 
 
 
 
B:  MOVIES DEPEND ON LIGHT 
 
Lighting is responsible for the image we see on the screen, whether photographed on film, video, caught 
on disk, created with a computer, or drawn on pieces of celluloid (animation) known as CELLS. 
 
Lighting is also responsible for significant effects in each shot or scene: 
 

--Accents, rough textures: The Third Man 
 

--Extend illusion of depth: Citizen Kane 
 

--Emphasizes a character’s feelings (suspense) Noir Films 
 

--Affects ways we see/think about characters: Attractive/unattractive 
Like the character/Afraid of character
Reveal a character’s state of mind 

(look at flashlight example) 
 
PHOTOGRAPHY: Writing with light 
 
19th century invention of capturing light images on paper/gelatin  
 
SERIES PHOTOGRAPHY: Records phases of action (in cells, like a comic strip) 
 
Kinetograph (motion picture camera) 
Kinetoscope (peephole viewer)  
 
First film:  Fred Ott’s Sneeze 
 
Celluloid roll film—long strips of cellulose acetate on which multiple frames can be recorded. 
 
THREE DISTINCT STAGES THAT BRING IMAGES TO THE SCREEN: 
 
1st Shooting: Camera exposes film to light allowing radiant energy to burn a negative image onto 

each frame. 
 
2nd Processing:Negative developed into a positive print that the filmmaker can screen in order to 

plan editing. 
 
3rd Projecting: Final print is run through a projector which shoots a beam of light through the 

image and project a large image on a screen (16fps silent—24fps sound). 



 
FORMAT is the GAUGE (width) of film stock: --Super 8mm through 70mm; IMAX 10x35/3x70mm 

--Format depends on the type of film, cost, and style 
 --Low budget:  16mm to 35mm 

--Action filled epic: 70mm 
 
STOCK LENGTH: number of feet or number of reels used for film. 
 
FILM STOCK SPEED: (exposure index) Light sensitivity. 

Very fast = little light needed  
Very slow = a lot of light needed (look at your film camera @ home) 

C:  MOVIES PROVIDE AN ILLUSION OF MOVEMENT 
 
Movies—short for MOVING PICTURES 

 
--However, the pictures only SEEM to move 
 
--Actually, they are a succession of 24 individual still photographs per second (24 fps) 

 
Movies are an illusion made by two interacting optical and perceptual phenomena: 
 

--Persistence of Vision:  Brain retains an image for a fraction longer than the eye records it 
 

--Phi Phenomenon:  Illusion of movement created by events that succeed each other rapidly 
 

--Critical Flicker Fusion:  Occurs when a single light flickers off and on at such a speed that the 
pulses of light fuse together to give the illusion of continuous light (why we call movies “flicks”) 
 

--Look @ Matrix “Bullet Time”  Shot with 120 still cameras ensured accuracy to within .001 sec. 
 
 
 
REALISM and ANTIREALISM 
 
All of the unique features of film form combine to make it possible for filmmakers to create vivid and 
believable worlds on the screen.  Although not every film strives to be “realistic” nearly all films attempt 
to immerse us in a world that is depicted convincingly on its own terms. 
 
 
REALISM: An interest in or concern for the actual or real, a tendency to view or represent things 

as they really are.  (19th century portrait). 
 
 
ANTIREALISM: Interest in or concern for the abstract, speculative, or fantastic (cubist Picasso). 
 
Today, many movies mix the real and fantastic:  Sci-Fi, Action, Thriller genres 
 
 
VERSIMILITUDE: A convincing appearance of truth.  (DVD) 
 



Movies are verisimilar when they convince you that the things on the screen are really there—that things 
could be just like that—such as Matrix, LoTR, Toy Story, Gladiator, etc. 
 
 
Identify any films that would fall under REALISM: 
 
 
Identify any films that would fall under ANTIREALISM: 
 
 
How do you think the production staff created verisimilitude in one of the ANTIREALISM films? 
 
 
TYPES of MOVIES: 
 
Narrative Films—Fiction Films 

 
--Fiction means the stories these films tell were conceived in the minds of the film’s creators—
imaginary OR based on true events. 

 
 
Genre—The categorization of fiction films by the stories  they tell or the way they tell them 
 
Action: Characters involved in series of fast-paced events, fights, and chases (007, Ind. Jones) 
 
Biography: Tells the life story of a well known person (Ray, Walk the Line, Malcolm X) 
 
Comedy: A story that makes us laugh and ends happily.  Includes satire, parody, irony, slapstick. 

(City Lights, The Mask, Annie Hall, Austin Powers) 
 
Fantasy: Stories about highly improbable characters and events that take place in worlds we only 

know through imagination (Wizard of Oz, LoTR, Star Wars) 
 
Film Noir: French for “black film,” refers to highly stylized crime films generally characterized by 

their somber tones and pessimistic moods (Maltese Falcon, The Big Heat, Sin City) 
 
Gangster: Emphasis is on the underworld, but can overlap w/action, biopic, Noir, mystery (Little 

Caesar, Bonnie and Clyde, Godfather) 
 
Horror: Tell stories of suspense, surprise, shock and feature characters w/physical, psychological, 

or emotional deformities (Silence of the Lambs, Bride of Frankenstein, Nosferatu) 
 
Musical: Tell stories using characters that express themselves with song and dance (West Side Story, 

Singin’ in the Rain, Moulin Rouge) 
 
Mystery: Tell stories that emphasize the sequential and sometimes suspenseful work of a detective 

who discovers the identity of a criminal  (Rear Window, Murder on the Orient Express) 
 
Romance: Emphasizes the challenges to starting a love relationship, the emotional ups and downs and 

usually a happy ending (Casablanca, Sleepless in Seattle, Brokeback Mountain) 



 
Sci-Fi: Films that deal with the fortunes or misfortunes that result from using science in highly 

imaginative stories (Things to Come, 2001, Alien, Blade Runner) 
 
Thriller: Generates excitement, tension, anxiety, primarily through suspense about what will happen 

next in a movie (Psycho, The Shining, Se7en, Memento) 
 
War: Story in which the war is the major action (Saving Private Ryan, Longest Day); is the 

background for the action (Best Years of Our Lives); prisoner of war (Great Escape, Grand 
Illusion); antiwar (All Quiet on the Western Front); “war is hell” (Apocalypse Now) 

 
Western: Tell the stories of the American pioneers of the Western US frontier (Stagecoach, High 

Noon, Once Upon a Time in the West, Unforgiven) 
 
 
Non-Fiction Films: 
 
Factual Film: Present people, places or processes in straightforward ways meant to 

entertain and instruct without influencing audiences (Nanook of the North, 
March of the Penguins) 

 
Instructional: Educates viewers about common interests rather than persuading them to accept 

ideas (8 Minute Abs, cooking DVD) 
 
Documentary: Addresses social injustice (Fog of War, Sicko, An Inconvenient Truth) 
 
Propaganda: Produced by government and carry messages that disseminate deceptive or distorted 

info (Triumph of the Will) 
 
 
 
Animated Films: Photographed drawings, graphic images, silhouettes, or inanimate objects frame by 

frame with a special camera.  Involves 24 drawings per second—14,400 per 10 min. 
(Bambi, Toy Story, Corpse Bride, Wallace and Gromit) 

 
 
Experimental Films: Avant-garde, a term implying they are in the vanguard, out in front of traditional 

films (8 ½, Eraserhead) 
 
 
 
 
SUMMARY:  WHAT IS A MOVIE? 
 
The most significant characteristics: 

 
--A movie is a story/event recorded by a camera; a sequence of these photographs is projected onto 
a screen with sufficient speed to create the illusion of motion and continuity. 

 
--Movies depend on photography and, thus, on light 



 
--Movies manipulate space and time in ways that no other art can 

 
--In a movie, the relationship of its form and content is central to its existence 

 
--A movie can created a sense of realism and/or antirealism, but it should also create 

verisimilitude 
 

--A movie creates its effects and meanings through a unique mode of expression that we call 
cinematic language 
 

--Making a movie usually involves a highly collaborative effort of many artists and technicians 
 

 
REVIEW QUESTIONS: 

 
 
1 How and why do we differentiate between FORM and CONTENT in a movie, and why are they 
relevant to one another? 
 
2 How does a movie manipulate SPACE and TIME? 
 
3 How do movies create and ILLUSION OF MOVEMENT? 
 
4 What is the difference between REALISM and ANTIREALISM in a movie, and why is 
VERISIMILITUDE important to them both? 
 
5 What is meant by CINEMATIC LANGUAGE?  Why is it important to the ways that movies 
COMMUNICATE with viewers? 
 
6 Why do we identify with the CAMERA LENS? 
 
7 What are the main differences between the four basic types of movies? 
 
8 What is GENRE?  Why is it important?  What are five basic movie genres? 
 
9 How would you define what a movie is? 
 
10 At this point, would you say that learning what a movie is all about is more challenging than you 
first thought?  If so, why? 
 
 
 


