Basic Cinematography Terms

Cinematography ("writing in movement") depends on photography ("writing in light"), and involves not only what is filmed but how it is filmed. Cinematography involves the framing of a shot, the photographic aspects of a shot and the duration of a shot.

1. Framing:

In cinema the frame (the border of the image) is important because it actively defines the image for us and provides a certain vantage point onto the material within the image.

Offscreen space: The space that is not shown on the frame. There are six different zones of offscreen space, including the space beyond each of the four edges of the frame, the space behind the set, and the space behind the camera.

Aspect ratio is the ratio of frame width to frame height.  Widescreen versus standard television format. (see pp. 210-11)

Masks are attached over the camera or the printer’s lens to block the passage of light.  For instance a moving circular mask that opens to reveal or closes to conceal a scene is called an iris.

Multiple frame imagery – also known as split-screen imagery, in which two or more different images, each with its own frame dimensions and shape, appear within the larger frame.

Distance of framing: 

In the extreme long shot, the human figure is barely visible. Shots in which the human figure is framed from about the knees up are called medium long shots. 

The medium shot frames the body from the chest up. 

The close-up is traditionally the shot showing just the head, hands, feet or a small object. It emphasizes facial expression, the details of a gesture, or a significant object. 

Angle of framing:

In a high-angle shot, the camera is poised above the object, making the object look small and insignificant. 

In a low-angle shot, the camera is poised below the object, making the object look greater and more powerful than it may be.

Mobile framing: 

Means that within the image, the framing of the object changes.  The mobine frame thus produces changes of camera height, distance, angle, or level during the shot.  For instance:

The pan (short for "panorama") movement rotates the camera left/right without moving the camera as a whole. It gives the impression of a frame horizontally scanning space, as if the camera is turning its head left/right. 

The tilt movement rotates the camera up/down as if the camera were nodding its head. 

In a tracking shot, the camera changes position, traveling in any direction along the ground – forward, backward, circularly, diagonally, etc. 

In a crane shot, the camera moves above ground level, rising or descending often thanks to a mechanical arm that lifts and lowers it.

2. Photographic aspects of a shot—

Range of tonalities:

Can involve many factors, including:

the degree of contrast achieved in the image

the tonalities of the color stock used in the film

toning in which dye is added during the developing of the print

tinting which dips the already developed film into a bath of dye

hand painting of individual frames

filters (slices of glass or gelatin put in front of the lens of the camera or printer)

Speed of motion:

Slow motion

Fast motion

Shifts in speed

Time lapse cinematography

Focal length:

During a zoom, the camera remains stationary and the lens simply increases or decreases its focal length.

In deep focus, objects can be photographed in sharp focus with several "planes of action" happening at once, all in the same frame, overlapping conversations and events.  Deep focus photography can be seen in the famous opening scene from Citizen Kane.

3. Duration of the image: 

A long take is an unusually lengthy shot without an editing cut, used selectively by filmmakers. Instead of editing cuts, the long take may use panning, tracking, craning or zooming to present continually changing vantage points that are comparable in some ways to the shifts of view supplied by editing.

