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purposed charge ending, becoming indistinguishable in the mud and muddie
at the center: as the center becomes all, the shots become more and more
ble, as though it does not matter where the camera

static and interchang
looks:  all iz the same.

In the Harry Percy scene the language of the wntten text enters into the
thythm of the visual and sound texts, and vice versa. This happens also in an
early scene with Falstaff, Hal, and Poins, a long-take sequence in which the three
in their bantering continually circle one another gracefully — a delightful and
precise counterpoint to the lines themselves. Pollowing his characters with a
fluid camera, Welles alse moves skilfully among threeshots and various combina-
tions of twoshot here, as one character disappears and the other two parry then
all rejoin — all within a single take.

An extremely long take, divisible into four or five stages, occurs late in the
film and reveals new possibilities for the long-take format s 2 mode of sequence
construction. The scene (Henry 7V, Part 11, Act V, Svene 111} is the one in which
Falstafl hears of Henry IV's death and rushes off to greet the new king and thus
to meet his destiny. In the shot’s opening stage, Shallow and Silence are dancing
and singing in the foreground while Falstafl paces up and down in the middle
distance; Shallow and Silence go out right and Falstafl walks far back into the
depth of the frame, where he sits and talks with his page for some time; Pistol
enters in a gay mood, followed by Shallow and the others, and Falstaff comes
forward — all characters are now in one plane; Pistol finally anpounces his news,
Falstaff comes far forward inte the frame (the camera tilting to take him in},
gives his speech then goes out, the others following. Each of these stuges realizes
a different mood, distinct from that of the stage before — the melancholy gaiety
of the first dancing; the sadness and solitude of Falstaff, emphasized by his
smallness in the frame; the abrupt rising of spirits on Pistol’s entry; the genuine
gatety which greets his news: Falstaff's more serious expectations when he
considers the implications of the news for him; his nobility and delusion as he
totters out under the burden of this high purpose. This is a highly interesting use
of the long take in what might be called its theatrical mode, funciioning by
virtue of the static camers (until the final tilt) almost as a proscenium stage, i
which a sequence of actions and movements occur, which in turn realize a
delicate and precise sequence of emotions.
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SOME VISUAL MOTIFS
OF FILM NOIR

i A PLACE and L. 8. PETY

{?zis collaborative photo-article fills a remarkable gap: jor all the deference ro
jiéif?‘é asa visual art, there is scarcely a single book w'“ f?f;:s criticism ﬂ;?zs's:“é ezs«‘:’&:
3:{3335 Jor much more than decoration or a genergl e’*;x’;ﬁzsffws ofa film’s :’?Ea“}(?{f it

is ;'smi Surprising that some journgls, like Screen, opt to print no stills at &5315‘&?.5356?
than Incur the expense of the merely decorative. But mise-en-seé isi ’

o . ene Is inescapably
s i3 wital elesue A F vfule s " x P
visual and g vital elene nt of stvle, and of megrung. It may operaie glo Hg with

otner codes - of narrative, verbal discourse, o music — but the visual stvle
shaped by camera movement, lenses, lighting, and composition ree‘ai;és;a*ue" : G/
f;zwgme‘ and astonishingly poorly documented importance, o e
« J. A Place and L. 8. Peterson have begun to fill this gap by turning ro the
Sifzgé;iaf{ v approprigie subject of Hilm noir. These dark, ;?e?sséf?eésﬁc Holivwood
Jilms of the 1940% and early 1950's present a clear pat wal motifs.

Lt ! el 1950 patiern of visual motifs
j even more intensive investigation can be teased into distinet dirge-

torial strands ), making film noir one group of flims that cannot be fudly under-
stood excepr through an analysis of stvle. The terminology u;fzéf}e }33’{5;’(3 and
Pe;‘cfrxﬁﬁ introduce provides a necessary ool of analvsis zz‘fza’ demon S’fﬁ;‘e‘e’?fi the
pasitive value of a combination of Jilm-making berze:?i{em;md %«;fg’:f?‘s fm;zsiwic“ af
spective. Insofar as Bazin and Fisenstein tend o d{_;r*;s;szg;ffmf the i?xg}re%é?vj}
g"f{arsszfgf?'fssizrs‘ of the shot, and more recent writers seek z‘a discuss visual style
;@555;5:%3;5 a sufficient vocabulary or concrete examples, Place and f)€§€F§{’;}? ’5{ 4
work stands as an introduction to virtuall 'y ezimtxng{w@& e‘ii’f‘?’zi?;fé?.‘ -

€03

A dark sireet in the early morning hours, splashed with a
sudden downpour. Lamps Jorm haloes in the murk é’d a
walk-up rowvm, filled with the intermittent f?gsé’f:«fﬁg; of a
neon sign from across the street, @ man 3{5‘ wczfﬁfzé to
murder or be murdered . | . shadow upon shadow z;p(};z :
shadow . . | every shot in glistening low-kev, so that ffz'izz
alwavs glittered across windo ; wit;ﬁ?&cmém fike
quicksilver, furs shone with a Jaint ?sa&t}, ;%:fcesx were
afra;‘fed deeply with those shadows that usuelly Sﬁ;ﬁbéi«
ized some imprisonment of body or soul, o
Joel Greenberg and Charles Higham
- Hollywood in the Forries

N@ﬁ{}}: every attempt to define film noir has agreed that visual style is the
consistent thread that unites the very diverse ﬁém%s that together X(}I};pz‘i‘éz& this
;}%@ﬂe}mmmn. Indeed, no pat political or sociological explanations “§}£§§tsvab
<§ts;£3ﬂm:§£m§me§m“ “fear of the bomb,” “modern agiezza%i@zé“ - cén ;:aaEeSa:e iza i
satisfactory way such disparate vet essential film noir as Double fffa’fﬁi;?}?il'%,?c




Silhouetted Higures standing in rigid poses become shstracted Modern Man and
Waoman in the final segusnce of THE BIG COMBO. The backlighting of heavy
smoke and an ominously circling light visible in the packground further abstract
the environment into 8 modern nether world,

Laura, In a Lonely Place, The Big Combo and Kiss Me Deadly. The characteristic
film noir moods of claustrophobia, paranoia, despair, and nihilism constitute a
world view that is expressed not through the films’ terse, elliptical dialogue, nor
through their confusing, often insoluble plots, but ultimately through their
remarkable style.

But how can we discuss style? Without the films before us it i3 difficult to
isolate the elements of the noir visual style and examine how they operate.
Furthermore, while film critics and students would like to speak of the shots and
the images, we often lack a language for communicating these visual ideas. This
article is an attempt to employ in a critical context the technical terminology
commonly used for fifty years by Hollywood directors and cameramen, in the
hope that it might be a good step toward the implementation of such a eritical
language. The article is not meant 1o be either exhaustive or exacting. It 18
merely a discussion — with actual frame enlargements from the films - of some
of the visual motifs of the film noir style: why they are used, how they work,

and what we can call them.
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THE “NOIR” PHOTOGRAPHIC STYLE:
ANTITRADITIONAL LIGHTING AND CAMERA

In order to photograph a character in a simple, basic lighting set-up,
three different kinds of light, called by cinematographers the “Key 3%@{%&” “fill
light,” and “backlight,” are required. The key light is the ?fii“ﬁé?‘f éaufce of
ilumination, directed on the character usually from high and to on; side of the
camera. The key is generally a hard direct lght that produces sharply defined
shadows. The fill light, placed near the camera, is s soft, diffused or iﬁd;r@a light
that “fills in™ the shadows created by the key. Finally, the backlichtisa éérésﬁ:t
light shining on the actor from behind, which adds ;%zz%erf:xting h;thlighi*; and
which has the effect of giving him form by differentiating iﬁ;;l‘ é‘r&r‘gi the
background. i '

) .T he dominant lghting technique which had evolved by the early Forties is
‘ }ug}}»}@y 3{g}‘zim%@”,m which the ratio of key light to 0l light is small. Thus the
intensity of the fill is great enough 1o soften the harsh shadows created by the
key. This gives what was considered o be an impression of reality, in Wﬁiis%i the
character’s face is attractively modeled, but without exaggeraée@i‘ or unnatural
areas of darkness. Nofr lighting is © f
great, creating areas of high contrast and rich, black shadows. Unlike the even
illumination of high-key lighting which seeks to display attractively all areas of
the Frame, the lowkey nofr style opposes light and dark, hiding %aws, FOOMS,
urban landscapes — and, by extension, motivations and true ::imracier ~in
shadow and darkness which canry connotations of the mysterious and the
UnRnown. f

The hash lHghting of the lowkey nmoir style was even employed in the
photography of the lead actresses, whose close-ups are traditionally diffused (by
placing either spun glass or other diffusion over the key light, or éi&sﬁ ééé‘%’usﬁ«:’,&;}
or gauze over the camera lens itsell) in order to show the actress to her best
advantage. Far removed from the feeling of softness and vulnerability created by
these diffusion techniques, the noir heroines were shot in tough, unmmzxmii:

{rect, undiffused
Hahting of Barbars
Starwyck in DOUBLE
INDEMNITY crestes a
hard-adged, masklike
surface beauty. By
comparizon, Thard-
holled” Fred MacMurray
seemys soft and
vulngrable,

ow-kev.” The ratio of key to fill light is |
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close-ups of direct, undiffused light, which create 2 hard, statuesque surface
beauty that seems more seductive bul less atiainable, at once alluring and
impenetrable.

The common and most traditional placement of lghts, then and now, is
known as the “three-quarter lighting” set-up, in which the key light is positioned
high and about forty-five degrees to one side in front of the actor, and the fill is
SO TR PiDe Lo 1he camera. ecause the sttractive, balanced, harmonious face
{hus prodiced would have been antithetical to the depiction of the typical noir
moods of paranoia, delirium, and menace, the moir cinematographers placed
their key. fill and backlight in every conceivable variation to produce the meost
striking and offbeat schemes of light and dark. The elimination of the fill
produces areas of fotal black. Strange highlights are introduced, often on the
faces of the sinister or demented. The key lieht may be moved behind and to
one side of the actor and Is then called the “kick light.” Or it can be moved
%, below o Righ above the characters to create unnatural shadows and strange

facial expressions. The actors may play a scene totally in shadow, or they may
be silhouetted against an lluminated background,

THE BIG HEAT. Left: High-key lighting to convey normaloy, the everyday,
Glenn Ford's bourgeois wife, Right: low-key lighting of a dame who inhabits the
“other world.” Shadow aress hint at the hidden, the unknown, the sinister.

Left: Hard direct lighting on an unmade-up face creates an unpretty clossup of @
bitter and cynical Cathy O'Donnell 8t the beginning of THEY LIVE 8Y NIGHT.
Right: The same actress in softer light shot through a heavy diffusion filter over
the camera lens. The sense of intimacy is further conveyed through use of choker
close-up.

A strange high-light under Bogart's syes
et @ suvster, demented quslity into his
raock description of his part in the murder
of I A LONELY PLACE.

Bogart finally
vealizes it is
Luping he loves
in HIGH SIERRA,
The lowplaced
kay light crestes
g stark lghting in
which interior
feglings of the
characters are
finally expossd
and iaid hare.

Muattis sred her prisoner husband in THEY
LIVE BY NIGHT. The opposition of aresas
of light and darkness in the frame separstes
the two charsoters in space, Maittie will
never get her husband back after informing
to free him.

Righ-lighting of the first shot of Les Marvin
W THE BIG HEAT immediately sstablishes
him as a heavy threatening to erunt into
violenoe, The restriction of depth of fleld
and the twrning of his head towards the
camens give his figure power and control of
tha frams,

Ford and Grahame in THE BIG HEAT ars
finked in space by the shadow ares on the
wall, which creates s bridoe between thaiy
lpoks,
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Above all, it is the constant opposition of areas of light and dark timi‘q
characterizes film noir cinematography . Small areas of light seem.on the verge of
being completely overwhelmed by the darkness that threatens ‘%h.@zz} étzzsmozﬂi
sides. Thiis faces aré shot Tow-key, interior sets are always dark, with ‘5{3{&{?{:}?“%51}%1
shadow patterns lacing the walls, and exw;’ii}r& are shot ”t}ightjfg}r:f‘agizt.“,;\Ezgiw

scenes previous to film nofr were most often shot “day-for-night™; that is, the
scene is photographed in bright daylight, bul filters placed over the camera lens,
combined with a restriction of the amount of light entering the camera, creale
the illusion of night. Night-fornight — night scenes actually shot at niﬂg?z(% »»»»» -
requires that artificial light sources be brought in to illuminate each area of light
J geen in the frame. The effect produced is one of the highest contrast, the sky
téndered jet Black, as opposed to the grey sky of g%&y«fas-gig?i't@ Although
night-for-night becomes quite a bit more costly and ‘Eiﬁ;e«w%mﬁuag to shoot
than day-for-night, nearly every film noir, even of the cheapest “B” variety, used
night-for-night extensively as an integral component of the noir look.

Barbara Stanwyck
under the rich,
tack sky of 8
night-foraight
shot in DOUBLE
INDEMNITY,
Each illuminated
aran in the shot
required that an
artificial light
sourcs be brought
in.

Another requirement of noir photography was greater “ds h of field” It
was essential in many close or medium shots that focus be carried into the
background so that all objects and characters in the frame be in sharp focus,
giving equal weight to each. The world of the film is thus made a closed universe,
with each character seen as just another facet of an unheeding environment that
will exist unchanged long after his death; and the interaction between man and
the forces represented by that noir environment is always clearly visible. Because
af the characteristics of the camera lens. there are two methods for increasing

Bold, architec-
wiral lines carrisd
i sharg foous
over 1he large
depth of Held of
a wide-angle lens
rrvrvirrsize Michard
Widmark's com-
positionsl impor
tancy in NIGHT
AND THE CITY.

depth of field: increasing the amount of light entering the lens, or using a lens of

wider focal length, Because of the low light levels involved in the shoofine of
tow-key and night-for-night photography, wide-angle lenses were often used ‘in

order to obtain the additional depth of field required.

Besides their effect on depth of field, wide-angle lenses have certai distorting

characteristics which can be used expressively. As faces or objects come closer to
the-wide lens they tend to bulge outward TThe first shot of Quinlan in Touch af
Evil is an extreme example.) This effect is often used in noir films on close-ups
of porcine gangsters or politicians, or to intensify the look of terror on the
hero's face as the forces of fate close in upon him. These lenses also create the
converse of the well-known “endistancing effects” of the long

1o lenses:

wide-angle has the effect of drawing the viewer into the picture, of including him

in the world of the film and thus rendering emotional or dramatic events more
immediate.

As the nightclub
owner in NIGHT
AND THE CITY
makes the degi-
sion to Tget
HMarry,” this low,
wide-angle close-
ugs cistorts his
alreaty gro-
tesquely fat face.
Strong cross-
light from the
right throws un-
usual shadows on
the left side of
his face, carrying
connotations of
the sinister and
il
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THE “NOIR” DIRECTORIAL STYLE:
ANTITRADITIONAL MISE-EN-SCENE

Complementary fo the noir photographic style among the better-
directed films is a mise-en-soéne designed to unsettle, jar, and disorient the
viewer in correlation with the disorientation felt by the noir heroes. In particu-
lar, compositional balance within the frame is often disruptive and unnerving. =
Those traditionally harmonious triangular three-shots and balanced two-shots.
which are borrowed from the compositional principles of Renaissance painting,
are seldom seen in the better film noir. More common are bizarre, off-angle
compositions of figures placed irregularly in the frame, which create a world that
is never stable or safe, that is always threatening to change drastically and

) Top is one of the
Two policemen form a dark, vertical mass not counterbalanced by the smaller, | very few tradi-

tighter horizonte! figure of the punk hoodlum upon whom they are about to ad- . tionally balanced
minister the third degree in ON DANGEROUS GROUND. The cons’ downward «’ two-shots of
locks, the position of their bodiss, and the line of the bed frame create a heavy these two char-
top-ieft to bortem-right diagonal In 8 precarious and unbalanced composition, 5 acters in all of 1N
' A LONELY
PLACE, Bogart
and Grahame
experience a rare
moment of safety
ard security,
This shot cuts to
this upsetting
two-shot as the
poticermnan who
has been trailing
the couple walks
into the bar. Two
characters each
i tight clossup
convey intimacy
being invaded,

The "normeloy’ of this
typical couple in fove in
BEYOND A REASONABLE
DOUBTY is undercut by their
unsettiing positions in an
unbatanced frame,




them with a dramatic

fioor,

Left extreme framing devices, differences in Highting and screen ,Size andd aotion
played on different planes in depth separate a man ané woman in NIGHMT AND

THE CITY. Right, lonely characters isolated by ?rsammg(dewces mt 8 Composition
of constricting vertical and horizontal lines manage to bridge the distance belween

An extreme olose-up of Bower?t™s sves Tramed
by the isolating darkness of night an{i}é’z@ tity
in the credits of 1N A LONELY PLACE,

of exchi

Dana Andrews framed behind acabinet in LAURA, The ‘;ﬁewerfui
foreground obiects seern 8t once constricting and symbolic of & pre-
carious situation which threatens st any momant to shatter 1o the

glances. 1N A LONELY PLACE,

PLAL
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unexpectedly. Claustrophobic framing devices such as doors, windows, stair-
ways, metal bedframes, or simply shadows separate the character from other
characters, from his world, 61 Trom his own emotions. And objects seem 10 push
their way into the foreground of the framé to asstime more power than the
people.

Often, objects in the frame take on an assumed importance simply because
they act to determine a stable composition. Framed portraits and mirror reflec-
tions, beyond their symbolic representations of fragmented ego or idealized
image, sometimes assume ominous and foreboding qualities solely because they
are 8o compositionally prominent, It is common for a character to form constant
balanced two-shots of himself and his own mirror reflection or shadow. Such
compositions, though superficially balanced, begin to lose their stability in the
course of the film as the symbolic Doppel-ginger either is shown to lack its
apparent substantiality or else proves to be 2 dominant and destructive alter £go.
Similarly, those omnipresent framed portraits of women seem fo confine the
safe, powerless aspects of feminine sexuality with which the noir heroes invari-
ably fall in love. But in the course of the film, as the forces mirrored in the
painting come closer to more sinister flesh and blood, the compositions that

The many mirror reflections of Gloria
Grahame in THE BIG HEAT suggest
her “other side™ which is revesled
chiring the coursse of the film,

Edmund O Brien’s shadow in THE
KILLERSE suggests an alter g0, 2
darker self who cohabits the frame’s
space. This and the preceding frame
enlargerment are actually twoshots of
only ong character.
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have depended on the rectangular portrait for balance topple into chaos, the

silently omniscient framed face becoming a mocking reminder of the threat of

the real woman.

A ominous portrait, emphssized by its dominant compositional function in mak-
ing & balanced two-shot, stares out over the procesdings of WOMAN IN THE
WINDOW, The consgtant mirror reflections of Joan Bennett and the other char-
acters subtly hint at their alter egos, revesied at the end of the film when the
DIOTAgonISt wakes up 1o discover i1 was 3l 3 dream.

In the use of “screen size,” too, the noir directors use unsettling variations on
the traditional close-up, medium and long shots. Establishing long shots of a new
locale are often withheld, providing the viewer with no means of spatial orienta-
tion. Choker close-ups, Traming the head or chin, are obtrusive and disturbing.
These are sometimes used on the menacing heavy, other times reserved to show
the couple-on-the-run whose intimacy is threatened or invaded. The archetypal
noir shot is probably the extreme high-angle long shot, an oppressive and

SCENE CRITICISM

A choker {extrems] close-up emphasizes the A lowangle shot expresses the menacs of

grotesgus face of Howard da Silva in his Grahame's Lesbian masseuse in IN A
last seene in THEY LIVE BY NIGHT. LONELY PLACE.

A high-angle shot
1 Farley Granger
over Lathy

O Donnet
shoulder estab-
fishes her moral
superioriy 1w

hirmn at the begin-
ning of THEY
LIVE BY NIGHT,

k]

fatalistic angle that looks down on its helpless victim to make it look like a rat in
a mnaze. Noir cutting often opposes such extreme changes in angle and screen size
to create jarring juxtapositions, as with the oft-used cut from huge close-up to
high-angle long shot of a man being pursued through the dark city streets,
Camera movements are used sparingly in most aofr films, perhaps because of
the great expense necessary to mount an elaborate tracking or boom shot, or
perhaps simply because the nofr directors would rather cut for effect from a
close-up to a long shot than bridge that distance smoothly and less immediately
by booming. What moving shots that were made seem to have been carefully
considered and often tied very directly to the emotions of the characters.
Typical is the shot in which the camera tracks backward before 3 ranning man,
at once involving the audience in the movement and excitemnent of the chase,
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recording the terror on the character’s face; and looking over his shoulder at the
forces, a:isi%fsifz or not, which are pursuing him. The cameras of Lang, Ray, and
i’ﬁen‘zi#ger often make short fracking movements which are hardly perceptible,
vet which subtly undermine a stable composition, or which slightly emphasize a
character 1o whom we then give greater notice,

The *dark mirror” of film noir creates a visually unstable environment in
which ne. character has a firm moral base from which he can confidently
operate. All attempts to find safety or security are undercut by the antitradi-
tional cinematography and muse-en-scéne. Right and wrong become relafive,
subject to the same distortions and disruptions created in the lighting and
camera work. Moral values, like identities thal pass in and out of shadow, are
constantly shifting and must be redefined at every tumn. And in the most notable
examples of film noilr, as the narratives drift headlong into confusion and
irrelevance, each character’s precarious relationship 1o the world, the people who
inhabit i1, and to himself and his own emotions, becomes a function of visual

i

DISPUTED PASSAGE

FRED CAMPER

Writing in the last issue of the short-lived British magazine Cinema, as part of a
series entitled “Essays in Visual Stvle,” Fred Camper describes the means by
which Frank Borzage creates a non-material universe of spiritual transcendence
centering on those who learn to accept their spiritual, seifless nuture and undergo
conversion. In doing so, Camper pays considerable gttention to Borzage's treat-
ment of space and objects, indicating how editing, composition, and camera
movement contribute to the sense of the weightless world of two-dimensional
fight and rexture in which characrers, like objects, virele toward o general faith.
Camper's brief analysis does not attempt to explore the cutting style with
the specificity that Henderson indicates is possible in his article “The Long
Take"; he chooses to dwell exclusively on aspects of visual stvle rather than
sound-image interaction. This leads him to begin by summarizing the film in a
narrative gnd thematic manner that he suggests could be drawn from the novel

Just as easily. Although he later examines how the visual stvle collaborates with
the narrative prog on o generate the spiritual qualities he describes so well,
Camper, like many mise-en-scéne critics, tends to demote the narrative only to
reintroduce it in an unexamined manner. The interaction of visual style with
RArralive, Bven miore than that of sound and image, is an areq that remaing unex-
plored in any rigorous or theoretical fashion, but it is important to understand
the components of an interaction as well as their relationship, and in his dissec-
tion of visual style, Camper makes q very important contribution to this process,

@

One imagines that Frank Borzage has eamed the title of “romantic” because so
many of his best films (Man's Castle; Little Man, What Now, History is Made at
Night; His Butler’s Sister; I've Always Loved You, among others) are about the
triumph of a specific love relationship over a hostile world, or the apparent
indifference of one of the individuals, or physical separation. At the end of His
Butler’s Sister, his heroine seems able to cross the separating space with such
gase that it would appear that her love has compressed that separation into
nothing. But in many of Borzage’s other and equally great films {Green Light,
Strange Cargo, Moonrise and Disputed Passage' ) the love relationship is not as
nggessary. The salvation of the characters in Green Light, Mooyirise or Dispufed
“Passage is not specifically through love, but rather through the characters’
conversion to, and belief in, an entire spiritual system. This was never clearer
than in Strange Cargo, in which a whole group of escaped prisoners die, one by
one, in the arms of Cembrel, a redeeming figure; as each sceptic dies, he is
converted. Similarly, while Disputed Passage does have a central love relationship
between Aubrey and Beaven, Borzage's interest and emphasis seems bent on
showing that Beaven — and Forster — are saved not through love alone, but
through a more general faith, of which Aubrey’s love is only a part. If, despite
the inexactness of the distinction, we were to compare Borzage’s “love” films
with his “religious” films, we might say that the religious films reveal that for

A short track-in 10 close
two-shot expraesses the fear
and claustrophoebia felt by
Grahame in IN A LONELY
PLACE.



