Chapter Two

Formal Structures: How Films Tell Their Stories

Here we move from the still to the moving image and trace its economic, production, and aesthetic history. There are two major accents in the chapter: One is carried forward from Chapter One and emphasizes the artificial quality of the moving image, the way it is fabricated in the camera and in the optical lab. The other speaks to the inextricable weave of economics and aesthetics in the development of popular film. Both ways of thinking may be quite new to students, who are trained to believe that art and imaginative expression are somehow “pure” and that profit-driven production is not. They may accept unquestioningly that films are “realistic” and are true to life. But film, from its beginnings, was driven by profit and emerged as a peculiar hybrid of commodity and aesthetic object. 

The chapter introduces the basic structural units of a film, the shot and the cut. It would be useful to take any film and concentrate on these parts. Stop the frame, show where the edits occur. Demonstrate a shot—where an image begins and ends before a cut occurs. Stress the fact that most films are made of relatively short shots, or short segments of shots, cut together in such a way that the editing is invisible. Also, ask students to think about the difference between plot and narrative. What does it mean to summarize a film and separate what goes on in the film from how it goes on. 

In short, this chapter is about getting distance from a film, getting less involved in its emotions and characters while stepping back to see how emotions, characters, images, edits—structure, in short—are constructed.

Questions and Topics

· Ask students to start counting the shots in a film. What is the average shot length? How many shots are there in a film?

· What is the difference between plot and narrative?

· Can there be a film without a plot?

· Why are “special effects,” which are entirely made up in and for the camera, evaluated according to how “realistic” they are?

· How can you account for the “over-the-shoulder” convention of dialogue cutting? Does it mimic anything in “real life”?

· What is a movie convention, and why do we keep responding to a convention positively?

· Can the structure of film be considered gender-specific?

