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ANGLE The positioning of a motion-picture camera so as to view a 
given scene. A camera may be placed straight on to a scene; or it may 
be placed at a side angle, high angle or low angle. Many of the early 
cinematographers failed to recognize the aesthetic values of camera 
angles. The tendency was to place the camera in a single straight-on, 
wide angle view of a scene. This was particularly t rue for filming of 
action on sets. Early sets tended to be theatrical and flat and, there-
fore, were limited in the dimensionality that would have allowed an-
gle shooting. To "angle" the camera in the early years of filmmaking 
meant to risk overshooting the flat theatrical settings. The angle of a 
shot is regarded to have both compositional and psychological values. 
It also aids in diminishing the "flatness" or two-dimensionality ol a 
scene by placing scenic elements into an oblique relationship to one 
another. By so doing, the angle provides a varied perspective of the 
scene. 

AUTEUR THEORY A theory that says there is a person primarily 
responsible for the entire style and treatment ot the content of the 
film. Generally used in reference to a director with a recognizable 
style and thematic preoccupation. The theory also covers other pro-
duction personnel (writers, performers, cinematographers, editors) 
who are seen as the major force behind a given film. More particular-
ly, film auteurs function within the boundaries of studio production 
systems and are distinguishable from film artists, who have nearly to-
tal control over all aspects of production. The auteur theory was first 
discussed by Francois Truffaut in an article, " l i n e certaine tendance 
du cinéma francais," written in 1954 for the French film magazine 
Cahiers du Cinéma. Andrew Sarris, an American critic for The Village 
Voice, is given credit for bringing Truffaut's ideas on auteur criticism 
to the United States. 
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AVANT-GARDE A movement toward innovation in the arts in 
the-1920s, encompassing such approaches as cubism, surrealism and 
dadaism, and including experimentation in filmmaking. Avant-garde 
is often applied in contemporary criticism to any film, which em-
ploys new, original techniques and experimental approaches in ex-
pressing ideas on film. The first avant-garde filmmakers produced 
two general types of films: those which employed techniques com-
monly associated with the Dada and surrealist movements in literature 
and art, and those which were non-narrative and abstract in quality. 
The impetus behind the first film avant-garde movement grew out of 
a revolt against cinema realism. The filmmakers embraced surreal-
ism because of its "belief in the higher reality of certain hitherto ne-
glected forms of association, in the omnipotence of the dream, in the 
disinterested play ot thought," as stated by surrealism^ s spokesman, 
Andre Breton. The surrealist movement also provided filmmakers 
with opportunities for the parody of painting, sex, psychology, con-
temporary politics, and the motion picture itself. The surrealists 
seized upon and photographed a variety of material phenomena and 
arranged these "word pictures" in disparate, illogical ways to effect 
subjective, dreamlike meanings. They did not want their images to 
have a mimetic life, but a spiritual life - to become images sprung 
free from material existence. Man Ray's films Emak Bakia (1927) and 
L'Etoile de Mer (1928) and Luis Bunuel's and Salvador Dali's Un Chien 
Andalou (1928) are representative of these surrealist impulses. Surre-
alism by no means dominated the film avant-garde, either in practice 
or in theory Within the movement there was a group of filmmakers 
who were advocates of cinéma pur, "pure cinema": artists who wanted 
to return the medium to its elemental origins. One of them was René 
Clair, who wrote in 1921: "Let us return to the birth of cinema: 'The 
cinematograph', says the dictionary, 'is a machine designed to project 
animated pictures on a screen.' The Art that comes from such an in-
s t rument must be an art of vision and movement. The cinema purists 
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- Clair, Viking Eggeling, Fernand Leger, Hans Richter, among others 
- were interested in the rhythm, movement and cadence of objects 
and images within a film - the building of an internal energy through 
which vision and movement would become both the form and the 
meaning of the film. The film titles of the cinema purists suggest the 
musical-like emphasis on animated pictures: Rhytmus 21, Le Ballet Mé-
canique, Symphony Diagonale, The March of the Machines, Berlin: The Sym-
phony of a City. The pure-cinema interests were not limited to rhytmi-
cal abstractions alone, but also manifested themselves in the fiction 
film: in Jean Renoir 's adaptation from 1926 of Emile Zola's Nana, a 
film where the original plot is incidental and Renoir abstractly treats 
Zola's story; in Carl Th. Dreyer 's The Passion ojJoan of Arc (1928), 
where the ordered use of extreme close-ups produces a spiritual re-
sponse to the face; and in Jean Cocteau's Blood oj a Poet (1930), a film 
made up almost entirely of visual transformations which take place in 
the mind of the poet. 

BEHAVIOURISM A form of psychology that analyses human be-
haviour in terms of stimulus-response mechanisms and that discounts 
the importance, or even existence, of consciousness and will. It has 
proved a highly provocative approach, and can easily be caricatured 
as an at tempt to see all human life in terms of the dog that salivates 
every time a bell rings because it has been conditioned to associate 
the ringing of a bell with the arrival of food. Behaviourism, however, 
is capable of rather more sophisticated formulations than this, and 
remains of interest to film theorists trying to understand the rela-
tionships between films and their spectators. 

BLOCKING The preparatory working out of the mise-en-scéne, the 
visual composition of the scenes of a film. It involves planning and 
rehearsing the positions and movements of the actors, costume, sets, 
scenery, lighting and the position and set-up of cameras and other 
equipment. 
218 



GLOSSARY OF CRITICAL TERMS 

CINEMATIC A critical t e rm expressing an awareness of that which 
is peculiar and unique to the film medium. "Cinematic" generally 
encompasses the full range of techniques available in cinema. When 
applied to a specific film, the term is used to indicate that the film-
maker has employed the editing and visual devices, themes, or struc-
tural approaches which are especially appropriate to the medium. 
"Cinematic" can also be defined historically by examining the in-
novations of early film artists who sought to break the new medium 
away f rom the artistic traditions of the legitimate theater. These in-
novations - peculiar to the film medium - included the use of camera 
angles, realistic decor in dramatic setting, mobile camera, naturalistic 
acting, optical techniques (dissolves, fades, superimpositions, irises), 
and especially the advantages of cinema editing which allowed (1) 
variety in the scope of shots, (2) rhythmical control of dramatic ac-
tion, and (3) the ability to move freely in time and space through 
editing. "Cinematic" has also been used to describe certain kinds 
of story material which seem especially suited to the film medium. 
The chase, for example, is regarded as a narrative element which is 
peculiarly cinematic. The te rm has also been used in literary criticism 
to describe fictional methods which suggest certain affinities with the 
cinema. Likenesses have been drawn between film techniques and 
the fictional methods of such writers as James Joyce, Marcel Proust, 
Virginia Woolf, John Dos Passos, William Faulkner, Gustave Flaubert, 
and many others. Primarily the cinematic analog)' has been used be-
cause of these authors' temporal (time) arrangement of their mate-
rial. 

CLOSE-UP A shot in which the image of the subject or its most 
important part fills most of the frame. A close-up shot of a person 
usually includes the head and part of the shoulders. The close-up 
has been recognized as a device for (1) directing audience attention, 
(2) establishing identification with and immediacy for screen charac-
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ters, (3) isolating detail in a scene, (4) creating visual variety in film 
scenes, and (5) providing dramatic emphasis. Emotions, feelings, and 
nuances can be suggested by the close-up merely magnifying and iso-
lating an individual in an intensely dramatic moment . Similarly, the 
close-up view of an object - e.g., a hand or a gun -bestows and conveys 
dramatic significance which might be lost in longer scenic shots. The 
duration or length of time that a close-up remains on the screen also 
has importance as dramatic material. By sustaining close-up shots of 
a character's face, it is possible for the filmmaker to suggest thoughts 
and feelings. The French critic Andre Bazin observed that if an object 
or person is left on the screen long enough it will begin to lay bare its 
own reality. This unique perceptual possibility that exists through the 
close-up is a source of expressive power for the filmmaker as in Carl 
Th. Dreyer 's The Passion of Joan of Arc (1928). 

CODE The rules or forms that can be observed to allow a message 
to be understood, to signify. Codes are the rules operating on the 
means of expression (and, thus, are distinct f rom the means of ex-
pression). For example, Christian Metz treated cinema and cinematic 
text as fields of signification in which a heterogeneity of codes, some 
specific to the cinema and others not, interacted with one another in 
ways that were specific, systematic and determinate at certain speci-
fied levels of cinematic discourse (individual films, particular genres) 
and hence at certain specified levels of analysis. Among specifically 
cinematic codes he distinguished codes of editing and framing, of 
lighting, of colour versus black and white, of the articulation of sound 
and movement, of composition, and so on. Non-cinematic codes in-
cluded costume, gesture, dialogue, characterisation and facial expres-
sion. A further distinction was made between cinematic codes and 
cinematic sub-codes, where the former organise elements potentially 
or actually common to all films, say lighting, and the latter refer to 
specific choices made within a particular code, say, that of low-key 
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in preference to high-key lighting. Codes, therefore, do not conflict, 
whereas sub-codes do, it being a matter of one choice rather than an-
other. Different codes and their sub-codes are in syntagmatic relation 
of combination; sub-codes f rom the same code are in a paradigmatic 
relation of substitution. For example, Umber to Eco contended that, 
far from inhabiting a domain below the level of codic organisation, 
images owe their very existence to the workings of cultural codes, of 
which no fewer than ten are potentially operative in the communica-
tion of the image: codes of perception, codes of transmission, codes 
of recognition, tonal codes, iconic codes, iconographic codes, codes 
of taste and sensibility, rhetorical codes, stylistic codes and codes of 
the unconscious. 

COGNITIVE FILM THEORY A sub-division or spin-off f rom cog-
nitive science that explores the similarities and differences between 
the processing information that takes place in viewing a film and the 
processing of information that occurs in the non-cinematic environ-
ment. A film can be regarded as a simulation of a (possible) real-life 
situation that engages the viewer's intellect, emotions and body, and 
that involve a complex negotiation between fiction and reality Key 
cognitive film theorists include Joseph D. Anderson, David Bordwell, 
Edward Branigan and Noel Carroll in the USA; Murray Smith in the 
LIK; Gregory Currie in Australia; the Dutch film theorist Ed Tan; and 
the Danish film theorist Torben Grodal. It is significant, and disturb-
ing, that all of these theorists are male. Although there is no a priori 
reason why women should not become leading exponents of cogni-
tive film theory, it is notable that such theory can, in some instances, 
take on a crass, stereotypically male, what-nonsense-you're-talking 
tone. While cognitive film theory is generally seen as opposed to 
psychoanalysis and to semiotics, a number of European film theorists 
have attempted to create an approach that combines cognitive film 
theory and semiotics in a 'cognitive semiotics' of film. These include 
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Francesco Casetti, Christian Metz in his The Impersonal Enunciation 
(1995), Roger Odin, Michel Colin and Dominique Chateau. See 
Warren Buckland, The Cognitive Semiotics of Film, (Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2000). 

COGNITIVE SCIENCE A discipline that is concerned to explore 
and identify the ways in which the human mind comes to know - to 
cognise - the world through the senses, the mind and the emotions. 
It draws on biology, psychology and computer science in order to 
generate models of how human animals process information in or-
der to survive and adapt in the environments in which they live. In 
contrast to psychoanalysis and post-structuralism, cognitive science 
tends to be holistic, to see the senses, the mind and the emotions as 
forming a psychosomatic whole rather than as riven by conflict and in 
thrall to desire and illusion. It also tends to be ecological, to explore 
the interaction between human beings, other living organisms, and 
their environment. 

COMPOSITION The distribution, balance, and general relationship 
of masses and degrees of light and shade, line and color within a pic-
ture area. The impact of these elements in a film shot depends upon 
certain psychological and learned facets of visual perception. Lighter 
objects attract the eye more readily than darker objects; therefore, 
light can be used as a means of achieving compositional emphasis. 
Mass, volume, and movement also have importance for emphasis 
in frame composition. A single figure separated f rom a crowd will 
usually stand out as significant. Similarly, a moving actor will draw 
attention away f rom static figures. Because of the kinetic nature of 
the cinema, composition is rarely static, and, hence, emphasis and 
psychological impact through composition are constantly in a state of 
flux. A straight-on view of a scene in which actors and objects have 
been harmoniously arranged so as to fill with equal "weight" all ar-
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eas of the screen frame is said to be formally balanced. In a deathbed 
scene., formal composition can be achieved by photographing the 
scene from a straight-on view taken at the foot of the bed. The place-
ment of a nurse on one side of the bed and a doctor on the other 
side adds further formality to the scene which would have been lost 
if both the nurse and the doctor had been placed on the same side 
of the bed, or if a sharp side angle had been chosen for the camera's 
positioning. The "balanced" arrangement of characters and objects 
and the straight-on photography causes the scene to appear "at rest." 
Whereas formal composition connotes harmony and an at-rest feel-
ing in a scene, a slanted, or Dutch angle, shot produces a sense of 
unrest. 

DECONSTRUCTION (sometimes called 'deconstructionism' or 
'deconstructivism'): An approach to philosophical and cultural anal-
ysis primarily associated with the French thinker Jacques Derrida. 
Deconstruction has three main targets: the idea of a fixed, single 
meaning, the idea of essence (for example, the view that there is an 
essential human nature), and the idea of presence (for instance, the 
idea that Shakespeare speaks to us in his sonnets). The characteristic 
deconstructive procedure is to examine a text very carefully in order 
to bring out the ways in which its ostensible or intended meaning 
is subverted by other meanings that can be discerned in that text, 
meanings that are of ten unnoticed, ignored, or relegated to subsidi-
ary or marginal status. It aims to demonstrate that even the most 
apparently literal text is inevitably invaded by metaphors that desta-
bilise it and lead it into contradiction. The same subversive processes 
undermine any appeal to essences and presences. A deconstructive 
approach to film would thus reject auteur theory - the idea that the 
presence of an author-director can be discerned through the marks 
of his style in a film - and reality theory - the view, associated with 
Bazin and Kracauer, that sees film first of all in terms of its relation 
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to reality. Deconstruction would aim to show how any film calls into 
question its ostensible meanings, its reality-status and its essentialist 
propositions, and would attend to elements of the film that had hith-
erto been little discussed or explicitly set aside as unimportant. 

DISCOURSE The kind of language employed in particular areas of 
cultural and social activity - for example, in medicine, law, and sexual-
ity. Each discourse has its specialised vocabulary, structure and body 
of imagery. In the highly influential perspective of Michel Foucault 
(1926-84), discourses are never simply reflections of reality; rather, 
they serve to construct the reality that they purpor t to analyses and 
to produce a knowledge of that 'reality' that furthers the interests of 
power and surveillance. For example, discourses of sexuality serve 
to produce particular categories of behaviour such as homosexuality, 
and to control sexuality (which does not necessarily mean repressing 
it). Foucault's ideas have been highly influential in the fields of femi-
nism and of gay, gender and postcolonial studies, all areas in which 
discourses - about women, about homosexuality, about the 'native' 
and the 'Orient ' - can be analysed in terms of the way in which they 
construct purported realities and serve the interests of power. 

E M B E D D E D SERIES, E M B E D D I N G SERIES Terms used by 
Torben Grodal in his Moving Pictures. An embedding series is a domi-
nant narrative sequence within which another narrative sequence -
an embedded series - is implied and made at least partly explicit. For 
example, in a detective thriller that centred around solving a murder, 
the embedding series would be the narrative sequence of the detec-
tive's quest to solve the murder, while the embedded series would be 
what the detective was trying to reconstruct and make explicit - the 
sequence of events that led up to the murder and the murderer ' s sub-
sequent attempts to escape detection. Not all ot the implicit details of 
an embedded series will necessarily be made explicit, however. There 
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is a famous anecdote that Howard Hawks, while directing the film 
adaptation (1946) of Raymond Chandler's Philip Marlowe novel The 
Big Sleep (1939), 'once cabled Chandler during the shoot to ask who 
was supposed to have killed General Sternwood's chauffeur during 
the original story. Chandler sent back a wire saying " N O IDEA".' 
(Tom Hiney, Raymond Chandler.- A Biography (London: Vintage, 1998), 
p. 163) The murder of Sternwood's chauffeur was an event in the 
embedded series of The Big Sleep, but even the author of the original 
novel could not make it explicit. 

ENACTION, ENACTIVE Terms employed by Torben Grodal in 
his Moving Pictures to indicate a physical and mental preparation for 
an active response to perceptual, associative and emotional stimuli. 
'Me viewer of a film does not usually translate this preparation into 
action, though this may happen sometimes - as with the audiences 
who rioted in response to the excitations provided by The Blackboard 
Jungle (1955), which used the song 'Rock Around the Clock' on its 
soundtrack, and the film Rock Around the Clock (1956) itself. Even so, 
the viewer cannot actually enter and act in the world represented on 
the screen. Nonetheless, as Grodal says, 'cognitive and "subliminal" 
motor stimulations of motor schemata exist as underlying, but sup-
pressed and projected, patterns in the viewing situation ... In mo-
ments of peak tension during an action-suspense fiction, diis muscu-
lar pattern will surface as a barely suppressed muscular tension in the 
viewer aiming at release in physical action.' (Grodal (1997), 48) 

EPISTEMOLOGY The branch of philosophy concerned with the 
grounds and nature of knowledge and with the methods of arriving at 
knowledge. It addresses such questions as: What does it mean to say 
that we know something? What is the difference between knowledge 
and belief. Are there different kinds of knowledge - for example, the 
knowledge that we acquire through experience and the knowledge 
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that we acquire through a supposedly scientific statement ( 'The earth 
goes round the sun')? In relation to film theory, epistemology can 
be applied in two main ways. It can be used to evaluate the claims to 
knowledge made by film theories themselves, so that, for example, a 
theory of film that draws heavily on psychoanalysis may be challenged 
by questioning the status of psychoanalysis as a fo rm of knowledge 
and pointing to its speculative, untestable nature. Epistemology can 
also be used to consider the kinds of knowledge that the viewer ac-
quires f rom film - is it primarily knowledge of reality, for example, as 
Bazin and Kracauer might suggest, or knowledge of signifying prac-
tices, as a formalist or post-structuralist approach might emphasise? 
In what ways does the knowledge that the viewer might feel s/he is 
acquiring from a film relate to her knowledge that the film is an illu-
sion? This is a fascinating field that merits lurther exploration. 

FUNCTIONALISM The view that cultural practices are to be un-
derstood in terms of the functions that they serve in maintaining the 
existence of a society or a group within a society. In this perspective, 
even apparently non-functional practices - artistic or cinematic prac-
tices, for example are seen as performing social functions, even if the 
way in which they do so is not obvious. Hollywood film can be seen, 
for example, as functioning to maintain the existence of the USA by 
reinforcing its dominant ideology (even when it may appear to chal-
lenge that ideology). When Eisenstein proposes an 'intellectual cinema 
of unprecedented form and social functionalism', he wants films that 
will function to contribute to the revolutionary transformation of 
society in a socialist direction. The coupling o f ' f o r m ' with ' function' 
alludes to a highly influential idea in twentieth-century architecture, 
summed up in Louis Sullivan's maxim that ' form follows function' 
- that the functions that a building is to serve should determine its 
architectural design. A controversial idea within architecture itself, it 
is interesting to consider how it might be applied to film. 
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GAZE A way of looking at other people that turns them into objects 
of sensuous and possibly sadistic contemplation. The te rm has been 
especially influential in the kind of feminist film criticism that derives 
from Laura Mulvey. In this perspective, woman, in a patriarchal or-
der, is the object of the male gaze, and mainstream narrative film reinforces 
this order by displaying women as objects for that gaze. The idea ot 
the gaze is closely connected with the idea of covert erotic observa-
tion voyeurism - and with what Freud called Schaulust (usually trans-
lated as 'scopophilia'), the pleasure in looking that is a displaced form 
of the desire to look fully and frankly at the genitals. 

GESTALT A branch of psychological theory that argues that the 
human mind and senses work by perceiving pat terned wholes rather 
than by assembling items of data. Gestalt psychology is interested, 
for example, in what it calls the Aha!' experience - the moment at 
which what has hitherto seemed a random assembly of data is per-
ceived and understood as a patterned whole (as when, in watching a 
detective film, the viewer suddenly grasps the whole solution of the 
mystery). Gestalt psychology was influential in early fihn theory - in 
the work of Hugo Miinsterberg and Rudolf Arnheim, for instance, 
which drew analogies between the patterning operations of the mind 
and the patterning techniques of cinema - but it proved difficult to 
reconcile with psychoanalysis, post-structuralism and deconstruc-
tion, all of which rejected the notion of the whole. Recently, however, 
it has enjoyed some revival in cognitive film theory. 

HERMENEUTICS Derived from the ancient Greek word hermeneus 
(an interpreter), hermeneutics means the theory and practice of in-
terpretation- of grasping and explicating the meaning of a text, a cul-
tural practice, or indeed any phenomenon. When a critic provides an 
interpretation of a film, s/he is engaging in hermeneutics, even if s/he 
does not consciously use any specific hermeneutic theory. Originally 
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the te rm was concerned with the correct interpretation of the Bi-
ble and worked on the assumption that a correct interpretation was 
possible. Much literary and film criticism has worked on the same 
assumption and has sought to arrive at the correct interpretation ot 
a poem or movie. Deconstruction and post-structuralism, however, 
challenge this assumption, arguing that meaning is always contradic-
tory, self-subverting and shifting, and that therefore correct interpre-
tation can never be arrived at; the interpreter can offer only a provi-
sional and transient construction of the meaning of a text. Modern 
hermeneutics is divided between the view that correct interpretation 
remains more or less possible and the view that it is never possible. 
Any film theory, or indeed any film criticism, incorporates an implicit 
or explicit hermeneutics - a view of whether correct interpretation is 
possible and of how interpretation is conducted. 

LANGUAGE, LANGUAGE SYSTEM Unwieldy English equiva-
lents of the French terms langage and langue, respectively. Cinema is 
called language, because it is a means of communication, but it is not 
a language system because it doesn't follow the rules of written or 
spoken language. Ferdinand de Saussure asked how language works, 
and the essence of the explanation he gave was that meaning exists 
only within a system. In contrast to the naive view that language ac-
quires its meaning by reference to a world ot things anterior to, or 
independent of, signification, Saussure argued that meaning derives 
solely from the system within which particular utterances are articu-
lated. The system, known as langue, and actual or potential utterances, 
parole, may be compared to the rule system of chess and to the set of 
moves that may be actually or potentially played. Langue defines both 
what are permissible or impermissible utterances and what their sig-
nificance is. In explicating the functioning of language as a system de 
Saussure distinguished between the signifier and the signified, which 
together comprise the linguistic sign. The signifier is the actual sound 
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(or if written, the appearance) of the word; the signified is the con-
cept or meaning attached to it. The essential point is, as de Saussure 
put it, "in language there are only differences." This so-called 'dia-
critical' theory ol meaning was to prove the single most influental 
idea operative within film semiotics. Another approach was taken by 
C.S. Peirce. The Peircean sign points in two directions: on the one 
hand towards the person to whom it is addressed and in whose mind 
it creates an idea or secondary sign, called the interpretant, and on 
the other towards that which it stands for, called the object. A sign 
thus mediates between the object and the interpretant. Peirce writes: 
"My language is the sum total ot myselt; for the man is the thought." 
Peirce's ideas have been taken into film culture by Peter Wollen, Kaja 
Silverman, Gilles Deleuze and Teresa de Lauretis. Jacques Lacan's 
thinking on language had two aspects which were crucial for film 
theory. The first of these was a Nietzschean conception of language 
as constitutive: ' the world of words... creates the world of things', 
'things only signify within the symbolic order ' , 'nothing makes sense 
until you put a sign on it.' According to Nietzsche, language coerces 
us into thinking in particular ways through categories that remain 
largely unconscious. Language, as he famously expressed it, secretes a 
mythology. By substituting 'ideology' for 'mythology one gets exactly 
what film theorists took up from Lacan's reading of de Saussure; that 
film is a language appearing to render the real transparently but ac-
tually secreting an ideology. The task therefore was to create a new 
language. The second aspect was LacaWs conception of meaning as 
produced in the exchange between the subject and a set of signifi-
ers. Here Lacan modified de Saussure's idea of the linguistic sign by 
giving primacy' to the signifier and by introducing a bar between the 
signifier and the signified, implying that there is a continual sliding 
of signifieds under signifiers as these enter into new relationships. 
Christian Metz thought that cinema is a language without a langue, 
where langue is understood in a de Saussurean sense as 'a system of 
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signs intended for intercommunication. ' The concept of langue was 
inapplicable to cinema for three basic reasons: firstly cinema is not 
available for inter-communication; next the filmic image is quite un-
like the de Saussurean sign, and, moreover, as well as resemblance 
there is a material link between the image and its object, making it 
index as well as icon, and therefore motivated. The cinema dupli-
cated rather than articulated reality. And the third reason was that it 
lacks the double articulation that, according to Andre Martinet and 
other linguisticians, is the hallmark of natural language. If cinema 
is not langue, it is nonetheless language, at least ' to the extent that 
it orders signifying elements within ordered arrangements different 
f rom those of spoken idioms - and to the extent that these elements 
are not traced on the perceptual configuration of reality itself (which 
does not tell stories), thinks Metz. Cinema transforms the world into 
discourse, and is not therefore simple duplication. But the semiotics 
of cinema cannot work at the level of the image, since each image is 
unique, novel and analogous to reality, with its meaning produced not 
by its place within a system but by what it duplicates, think Robert 
Lapsley and Michael Westlake. 

METALANGUAGE A language in which we talk about language it-
self, or about the language of a particular field of intellectual inquiry -
for example, a metalanguage of film theory would discuss the terms, 
structures, imagery and other relevant features of the language in 
which theoretical propositions about film are presented. 

METAPHOR A term describing the use of imagery by which an 
analogy can be drawn between one object and an abstract idea so 
that the two are imaginatively linked. The initial idea is reinforced by 
its association with a concrete object. Metaphorical associations are 
possible in cinema through the montage of attraction. As W C . Fields 
in The Dentist (1932) applies his drill to a patient's mouth, an insert 
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cut is made to a construction worker 's pneumatic gun tearing at the 
side of a steel beam. A satirical metaphor is effected. Metaphors in 
cinema may be of a more extended type than that used in The Dentist. 
In Battleship Potemkin (1925) the battleship serves as a metaphor for 
the entire Russian state under the Czarist regime. Art by its very 
nature is, as Coleridge called it, esemplastic - that is metaphorical. The 
principal forms by which metaphors are generated are:( l) explicit 
comparison (epiphor), (2) identity asserted, (3) identity implied by 
substitution, (4) juxtaposition (diaphor), (5) metonymy (associated 
idea substituted), (6) synecdoche (part replaces whole), (7) objective 
correlative, (8) distortion (hyperbole, caricature), (9) rule disrup-
tion, (10) chiming (parallelism). 

MISE-EN-SCÉNE This literally means 'putting in the scene', and 
is a te rm that can be used of both film and theatre. It refers to all 
of the elements that contribute to the visual composition of a par-
ticular scene on the stage or shot in a film - the position of actors, 
their actions, their costume, the set, the scenery. Mise-en-scéne can 
be analysed as an aspect of the style of a particular auteur-director, 
as an element ot montage or cutting, or as a component of film that 
is in tension with montage because it invites the director and viewer 
to linger on particular shots and scenes rather than to cut to other 
shots and scenes. Eisenstein proposed the te rm and concept mise-
en-cadre, 'putting in the frame', as 'a leap f rom the mise-en-scene', 'a 
second-stage mise-en-scéne, when the mise-en-scéne ojchanging camera 
positions is superimposed upon the broken lines of the mise-en-scéne's 
displacement in space'. But this term does not seem to have caught 
on. 

NARRATION Spoken description or analysis of action. Noel Car-
roll thinks that narration is a form of representation insofar as a nar-
rative describes, and in that sense represents, a sequence of events. 
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And, of course, film, in its most salient use in our culture, is nar-
rative. 'Classic realism' generally involves at least the use of narra-
tion in co-ordination with what are thought of as visual codes ot 
verisimilitude. Typically, a narrative film confronts its audience with 
a. flow of images or views which are of ten fragmentary as well as spa-
tially discontinuous. Shots are compounded with shots taken f rom 
different camera positions. These views are built up into actions and 
events, scenes and sequences which, in turn, are worked into whole 
stories. The question of cinematic narration is the question of the 
small-scale narrative coherence of films; the question ot the ways in 
which events, scenes, and sequences are constructed from shots and 
alternating views. Verbal language plays an obvious role in this proc-
ess. But though one would not dare to say that the role of dialogue, 
intertitles, and commentary in cinematic narration requires no theo-
retical investigation, an account of the visual elements in cinematic 
narration seems perhaps more pressing since it is easy, at least specu-
latively, to imagine that the shifting views of typical films could result 
in confusion rather than coherence. 

PACING The creation of a sense of tempo and rhythm in a film - so 
that it seems, for example, fast or slow, abrupt or fluid - by the fre-
quency and manner of cutting. For instance, a long take, in which the 
camera dwells on a particular scene for some time, is likely to create 
a slower tempo than a succession ot short takes that move from one 
scene to another. A jump cut, in which a middle section of a scene 
is eliminated by cutting the film or stopping the camera, produces an 
abrupt, jerky rhythm. 

PERCEPTUAL SALIENCE A term used by Torben Grodal in his 
Moving Pictures. It means the way in which certain elements ot a film 
will become salient - that is, will stand out more than others - and 
will make a powerful impact upon the perceiver. For Grodal, salience 
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is ' the ability of a given fiction to evoke strong experiences and to at-
tract close attention'. (Grodal (1997), 34) 

PHENOMENOLOGY The philosophical explanation of the modes 
in which human beings apprehend phenomena, the things of this 
world. Originated in the earlier twentieth century by the German 
philosopher Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), it had a considerable 
influence on mid-twentieth-century European and North American 
thought, for example in the writings of Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-84)) 
and Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-61), and in the literary criticism 
of Georges Poulet (1902-91)and J. Hillis Miller (bom 1928) in his 
pre-deconstructive phase In literary and film theory and criticism, a 
phenomenological approach can be author or auteur-centred, aiming 
to infer, f rom the totality of a writer or director 's work, the primary 
ways in which he apprehends the phenomena of the world; or it can 
be reception-centred, concentrating on he ways in which readers or 
viewers apprehend literary works or films. Both André Bazin and 
Siegfried Kracauer can be seen as phenomenological to some extent 
in their approach, trying to account for the peculiar sense of pres-
ence that film can give the spectator. Phenomenology was displaced 
for a t ime by structuralism, post-structuralism and deconstruction; 
these three approaches tended to ignore the phenomenological di-
mension or regarded it as an illusion. But phenomenology remains of 
considerable interest, and has some links with cognitive film theory, 
although its vocabulary tends to be less (quasi-)scientific and more 
philosophical, experiential and existential. 

POST-STRUCTURALISM This approach takes up the structural-
ist idea that cultural practices are to be seen in terms of structures 
and systems rather than in terms of human agency; but it rejects the 
structuralist quest to identify enduring, universal structures. Devel-
oping Saussure's notion that the relationship between signifier and 
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signified is arbitrary, it sees meaning as unstable, constant only in 
that it is always mobile, subverting any attempt to identify a fixed, 
underlying system. In a post-structuralist perspective, the belief in 
fixed meaning is due partly to the desire to maintain the imaginary 
unity of self that the infant first achieves in the 'mirror stage' de-
scribed by Lacan, and partly to the wish to ratify existing distributions 
of power by repressing the possibility of change. Post-structuralism 
often has a strong political edge, pointing out that what is held to be 
self-evident common sense is a fragile and questionable ideological 
production that serves to preserve existing power arrangements. A 
post-structuralist analysis of a cultural text, such as a film, would 
examine the ways in which its attempts to present particular mean-
ings were undermined by moments of ambiguity. In many respects, 
Post-structuralism is close to deconstruction. 

SATURATION A t e rm used by Torben Grodal in his Moving Pictures 
to indicate a state in which the input/output processing by the viewer 
of a visual fiction is blocked so that the translation of responses into 
potential action - into 'a motor attitude' - is suspended. The viewer 
is thus left saturated, or flooded, by sensations, emotions and images 
without being able to imagine how s/he might discharge them. Con-
sider a film in which a character loved by the film's protagonist dies: 
there can be no remedy for this, and the viewer, through an empathic 
identification with the protagonist, is flooded with sensations, emo-
tions and memories that cannot be translated, even in imagination, 
into action. It may be possible, however, to mitigate the saturation by 
some action such as taking revenge, in which case saturation would 
be succeeded by a mood of tensity, which is a state of arousal that 
aims at the eventual achievement of a goal that will reduce the arousal 
- as when, in The Big Heat (1953), the detective, Bannion, seeks those 
responsible for his wife's murder. 
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SEMIOTICS The 'science', or at least study, of signs, originally pro-
posed by the linguist Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913) . Semiot-
ics analyses the way in which signs, understood in Saussure's t e rm 
as combinations of signifiers and signifieds, construct meanings in 
particular cultural and historical situations. A seminal semiotic text 
is Roland Barthes's Mythologies (1957), which analyses a range of signs 
- on magazine covers and in advertising, for example - and examines 
the way in which they purvey myths in which socially constructed 
meanings are turned into supposedly 'natural' ones. For instance, 
a photograph, on the cover of Paris-Match, of a young black soldier 
saluting the French flag, conveys the notion that France's colonial 
subjects are 'naturally' loyal to the imperial power. Semiotics has 
been influential in a range of fields, such as feminism, cultural stud-
ies, literary studies, and film studies. In film studies, it has been used 
to analyse the way in which meaning is constructed through mise-en-
scéne, montage and narrative structure. 

SIGNIFIER/SIGNIFIED A definition and distinction developed by 
Ferdinand de Saussure that has been crucial to the development of 
semiotics and post-structuralism. In Saussure's view, the sign con-
sists of a signifier - a sound or visual mark - and a signified - the 
mental concept with which a specific signifier has become associated 
in a particular language. The relationship between signifier and signi-
fied is arbitrary - that is, there is no necessary connection between a 
particular sound/visual mark and a particular mental concept, so that 
the same sound or visual mark can have different meanings in differ-
ent languages, or even within the same language. The signified, the 
mental concept, should not be confused with the particular object to 
which a sign may refer; such an object is known as a referent. 

STRUCTURALISM An approach to the analysis of that aims to 
identify the underlying structures that shape and inform cultural 
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practices. Its primary model is that of language: all cultural prac-
tices, like language, have a grammar, a syntax and a vocabulary that 
determine how meaning is produced. Structuralism is especially 
concerned with binary oppositions - good/bad, black/white, man/ 
woman - and with their permutations through homologies - ways in 
which one structure parallels another - and variations. Structural-
ism tends towards the synchronic and the universal - towards seeing 
underlying structures as persisting beneath the apparent differences 
brought about by time and change, or by cultural variation - and 
it challenges the importance of human agency. 'Human beings' are 
seen more as products of structures than as producers of structures. 
Structuralism is thus sceptical of the idea of the author - or the auteur 
- as the origin and guiding presence of cultural texts. In a structur-
alist perspective, films are not primarily seen as the products of an 
auteur-director; the aim is to identify the implicit structures that give 
them meaning, structures that do not depend upon the particular in-
terests of a director. Structuralism has come under attack from both 
post-structuralism and deconstruction, which claim that its idea of 
underlying structures is too fixed and rigid and fails to acknowledge 
the instability of the sign. 

TENSITY A te rm used by Torben Grodal in his Moving Pictures to 
refer to the mood of the viewer of a visual fiction who desires the 
achievement of a particular goal in order to reduce his arousal. The 
viewer of a detective thriller, for example, will be aroused by the de-
sire to solve the mystery and want the detective, eventually, to achieve 
the goal of finding the solution. Tensity can be contrasted with the 
mood of saturation, in which a particular goal - for example, the res-
toration of a dead person to life seems impossible to achieve. 
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