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To get you thinking

Camera angle
■ Imagine taking snapshots of the following items with a camera. Which
shots would require you to aim the camera up at the subject? Which
would require you to aim down at the subject? Which could be taken
at eye level? (Label your choices with U, D, or EL.)
A tall building
A flag flying on a flag pole
A small child
A family photo for a wedding album
Your home
An important public statue
■ Are these camera angles just a necessary part of photographing the
objects, or do they also convey a particular impression (eg, by making
the subject look more important, or less important)?
■ Would the impression change if you deliberately chose a different
camera angle?

Theory
Whenever we see a person, place or object on-screen, we view it from a particular angle –
from above, or below, or at eye level. This viewing angle is created by the positioning of the
camera during filming. The camera angle (also called shooting angle) is part of the camera
code, a way of using camera settings to control what we see on the screen.
The camera angle can shape our attitude to the things we see. In everyday speech we
often associate height and angle with attitude and power. To ‘look down on’ someone makes
us feel superior. To ‘look up to’ someone is to see them as powerful or worthy of respect. To
look someone ‘in the eye’ is to be honest. In motion pictures, the camera can signal these
relations of power by literally looking up or down. Filming a character from above (high
angle) can make that character seem smaller or less significant. Filming from below (low
angle) can make a person or object seem important or threatening.
Some ways of using camera angle have become conventions, which means they are
familiar to viewers and easily understood. The most common angles and their effects are
listed below.
Eye level:
In eye level shots the camera views actors or scenes from a ‘neutral’ position that is roughly
level with the height of the actors. The camera seems to show things as we would see them if
we were standing in the scene. In crowd scenes, for example, eye level camerawork can make
the viewer feel that he or she is part of the action.
Viewing Terms: A Practical Glossary for Film and TV Study
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High angle:
In high angle shots, the camera looks down onto the scene. This can create the impression
that we are viewing the action from a position of power or authority. It may make characters
in the scene appear smaller or more vulnerable, and it can appear to slow down the action.
Low angle:
In low angle shots, the camera looks up at a character or object. This can create the
impression that the character or object is ‘towering’ over the viewer, making it appear
powerful or significant. From this angle, movement often seems more rapid.
Bird’s-eye:
The Bird’s-eye shot is unusual. The camera looks directly down on the scene from above, so
that characters and objects are seen as if on a map. This kind of shot often makes the people
and action seem ‘distant’. It removes any eye contact between the characters and the viewer
and so may reduce the emotional impact of a scene.
Canted:
Canting the camera means rolling it to the side (like tilting your head). A canted camera makes
things look unbalanced. This rarely used technique has the effect of disorienting the viewer. It
is often used to create a surreal effect.
As with all conventions, directors and photographers sometimes break these familiar rules
for special purposes.

Practice
1. If we want to describe and analyse images, it is useful to be able to identify and name
different camera angles. Look through the images in this book and find a clear
example of each of the following. Write the image and page references below.
Eye level camera
High camera angle
Low camera angle
Bird’s-eye shot
Canted camera

(EL)
(HA)
(LA)
(BE)
(C)

2. A single film sequence often contains a mix of shots using different angles. Study the
sequence from Witness on page 19. In it a young Amish boy from a small farming
community is taken on his first trip to the city by his mother. As the boy is shown
wandering through a busy train station, the viewing angle changes dramatically.
Label the camera angle used in each image or shot. Choose from the list above. Use
the relevant abbreviations: EL, HA, LA, BE, C.
Images:

16

1
2
3
4
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3. Analyse the effect of camera angle in the same sequence from Witness by working
through the following descriptions:
Shot 1: the camera is at eye level for the young boy, which makes the adults seem
like headless, anonymous giants. Which effects are created by the eye level camera
placement? (Tick your selections from the list below or add statements of your own.)
Viewers are encouraged to share the boy’s perspective.
Viewers are encouraged to share the adult perspective.
The adults are made to seem more powerful.
The adults are made to seem less important.
The boy is made to look out of place.
The boy is made to look comfortable among people.
The boy is made to look vulnerable and innocent.

Shot 3: the statue of an angel is filmed from a low angle, making it appear
physically larger and more imposing. Which effects are created by this low angle?
(Tick your choices from the list below or add statements of your own.)
The angel seems more human than the ‘headless’ crowds.
The angel appears more powerful than the ‘headless’ crowds.
The angel appears to be a powerful but caring presence.
The angel appears to be a powerful but remote presence.
An image of compassion is associated with the crowds in the railway station.
An image of compassion is contrasted to the crowds in the railway station.

Shot 4: the young boy is filmed from a high angle, so that viewers see him from
the statue’s position. Which effects are created by this high angle? (Tick your choices
from the list below or add statements of your own.)
The boy appears small and vulnerable.
The boy appears independent and confident.
The compassionate angel seems to be watching over the boy.
The compassionate angel seems to be unaware of the boy.
The compassionate angel is in a position of power.
The compassionate angel seems distant and uninvolved.
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4. Based on your choices, what overall meanings are viewers invited to make from this
sequence of shots from Witness? (Tick your choices or write your own statements.)
Religious beliefs are no longer relevant to modern society.
The city is a cold, unfriendly place.
City people appear unfriendly but in reality are compassionate.
City people have lost touch with the people around them and with the values
they once held.
Religious beliefs are still relevant to modern society.

Summary

5. Does this film sequence follow the conventions of camera angle described on pages
15–16, or break the conventions?

Camera angle
Camera angle refers to filming a scene from below, at eye
level, or from above the subject being filmed. When we
watch a movie, the angle chosen by the director can make
us feel that we are above the action, below it, or
participating in it. Camera angle can also be used to signal
the relations of power and authority between characters
(we ‘look up to’ some characters and ‘look down on’
others). Different angles can introduce different ideas and
emotions into a scene.

Related terms:
camera code
camera movement
camera distance
cut
shot

Advanced reading: Dick (2002) Anatomy of film; Giannetti (2002) Understanding movies; Monaco (2000) How to
read a film; Spottiswoode (1958) A grammar of film; Wollen (1998) Signs and meaning in the cinema.
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To get you thinking

Editor, editing
■ Imagine making a film of the well-known folktale, ‘Little Red Riding
Hood’. You have been handed 10 separate pieces of film with which to
build the opening scene. Number these in the order you would link
them together.
A long shot of a forest village, showing houses among the trees
An extreme close-up of a mother’s concerned face
A close-up of a vase on a table, containing flowers
A medium shot of a mother handing a basket to her daughter
A medium shot of one small cottage
A medium shot of a girl leaving a house, carrying a basket
A medium shot of a pathway through the forest
An interior shot of a mother and daughter baking bread
A close-up of a young girl’s smiling face
A long shot of an indistinct figure (possibly a wolf) in the forest
■ Can you guess how many individual shots would be needed to make a
typical full-length motion picture? (The answer follows.)
100

300

500

1,000

10,000

■ How would higher numbers of individual shots complicate the task of
assembling a film?

Theory
The film editor is the person responsible for assembling the finished version of a film once
the various scenes have been shot. The editing process involves cutting up the filmed
sequences and assembling the pieces so that the resulting movie makes narrative sense and
is artistically effective. Editing is essential because a feature-length movie cannot be filmed
in a single unbroken shot. Instead it must be assembled from shorter pieces of footage.
There are a number of reasons why this is so. First, film cameras typically hold only ten
minutes of film, so many reels are used in the filming process. Second, directors typically
shoot much more footage than is needed. A single scene may be shot many times, with
small adjustments to the shooting angle, lighting, or other elements. Third, scenes are
often filmed out of sequence: those which take place late in the story may be filmed first, and
vice versa. For these reasons, the finished film has to be assembled from hundreds of
separate parts.
A finished feature film typically is made up of 500 to 1000 separate shots, but the number
of shots the editor has to select from during editing may be much greater. When filming
Apocalypse Now (1979), for example, director Francis Ford Coppola shot almost 500,000
48
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metres of film at various locations with different cameras. The film’s editor, Walter Murch,
had the task of sorting through this material to produce a film of about two hours in length,
requiring only about 7,000 metres of film footage. Although this is an extreme example,
most directors shoot four or five times the amount of footage that will be needed in the
finished film. The editor’s job then is to compile the best possible product by selecting from
this stock of material.
The task of assembling or cutting the film may be done by physically cutting and joining
lengths of film on an editing bench, or by computer processing, in the case of digital
filming, or by a combination of both methods. Typically, films go through a number of
editing stages:
• dailies or rushes, which are roughly edited versions of each day’s shooting that allow
the director and cinematographer to check if scenes need to be re-filmed
• rough cut, which is a first draft of the whole film in its raw state, putting the various
scenes into correct order according to the script, and matching sound to the images
• fine cut, which is the stage at which the film is ‘fine tuned’ and scenes are lengthened
or shortened as needed to achieve the desired pace or timing; shot transitions (such
as fading or mixing) are introduced; the music track is matched to scenes, and the
film begins to achieve its finished effect.
The editing is done on a duplicate copy of the original film. Once the editor is satisfied with
the finished assembly, the original film is cut to match the duplicate (a process called
negative matching) and is sent to the laboratory for printing.
Editing has an impact on the finished film in two ways. The first impact is on narrative
continuity – building a logical progression of images that makes narrative sense. The
second is on emotional and artistic impact – for example, developing a tone and pace that
suit the needs of the story.
Editing and continuity
Linking shots and scenes together is a complex process. Viewers can easily become
confused if the connections between film sequences are not clearly signposted. Film editors
use a range of techniques to provide this signposting. Two important techniques are cutting
for continuity and cutting on action.
Cutting for continuity:
Cutting for continuity means ensuring that there are sufficient connecting details to create a
clear link between shots. A simple example is the establishing shot: showing the outside of a
building, followed by an interior shot, conveys to the audience that the interior action is
taking place inside the building. This convention eliminates the need to include scenes of
characters travelling to the location, walking through the door, and so on. Similarly, showing
a medium shot of two characters in conversation, before cutting to a close-up of one person’s
face, provides enough context to ensure that the close-up is not confusing. Cross-cutting or
parallel cutting also establishes continuity. This technique is used to show that two events are
happening at the same time: the editor can cut back and forth between portions of each
sequence to suggest simultaneous action and to create tension (eg, cutting back and forth
between a kidnap hostage and a hero racing to the rescue).
Viewing Terms: A Practical Glossary for Film and TV Study
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Cutting on action:
Cutting on action means using a flow of movement to link shots together. This movement can
involve the camera itself, or a character, or another object. If there is movement in one shot
(eg, a character reaches for a coffee cup), the next shot will be selected to show the completion
of this movement, without sudden changes of direction (eg, the character raises the cup to his
lips). The completed motion helps disguise the cut and contributes to a sense of logic and
realism. A similar effect can be achieved using off-screen sound to tie shots together. For
example, a shot of two characters packing suitcases in a hotel room may end with the sound of
a train whistle, just before cutting to a shot of the characters at a train station. The sound
‘belongs’ to the second shot, but introducing it in the previous shot creates a smoother
transition. (This technique is also referred to as the extended frame because details from
beyond the visual frame of the shot are used to create a link between shots.)
Continuity editing is important in developing an illusion of realism. It gives the finished
film a ‘seamless’ quality that allows viewers to focus on the spaces, characters and events in
the film world without any jarring reminders that the film is actually made up of many
short pieces of disconnected action.
Editing for emotional impact
The way a film is edited can influence the viewer’s emotional response. Editing, for
example, can create tension and suspense by withholding visual information (eg, not
revealing a killer’s appearance) or by increasing the pace of the narrative in climactic scenes
(eg, by fast cutting, the use of brief, rapid shots). Editing also can create the impression of
psychological depth, for example by providing a longer-than-normal close-up of a
character’s facial expression, or a sustained shot from the character’s point of view. These
techniques work to direct or divert the viewer’s attention, and can be used to give emphasis
to some elements in the world of the film, to compress or extend the sense of time, and to
guide the viewer’s sympathies.
Editing techniques work to establish relationships between successive shots so that the
viewer’s attention is transferred along a chain of connected images. By controlling this
process, through sequencing, pacing, contrasts and juxtapositions, film-makers aim to
control the meaning that viewers construct for the film. Just as writers select and combine
specific words for their connotations, the film-maker selects and combines shots to
establish the pace and tone of a movie. Editing is, therefore, a crucial part of the creative
process in film-making.
Since the early days of cinema, there has been a great deal of debate over different styles
of editing. Soviet film-makers of the early 1920s (such as Vsevolod Pudovkin and Sergei
Eisenstein) argued over whether editors should conceal cuts in the film, giving a
naturalistic look to the movie, or emphasise the cuts by linking shots together in
unexpected ways that forced viewers to puzzle over the connections. Naturalistic editing
soon, however, came to dominate in Hollywood movies, and continues to be used in
mainstream films today. Some film theorists still argue over its value, however, claiming
that editing can serve ideological purposes (see ideology for more discussion of this).
Because ‘seamless’ editing (in which cuts are concealed rather than emphasised) makes the
film narrative seem natural and obvious, they argue that audiences find it difficult to
question how the film has been constructed, and so are led to accept the film’s values.
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Practice
1. Look back at the ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ sequence you developed at the start of this
entry on page 48. What factors influenced your ordering of the 10 shots? (Tick your
choices. Add other ideas if you wish.)
Were you trying to:
tell the story in the right order?
create an artistic impact?
avoid confusion for viewers?
prepare the viewer for later events in the story?
follow familiar patterns from other movies?
do something else?
2. Editors not only choose the order of shots but also their length. Lengthy shots can be
used to create a relaxed pace or to establish a setting; brief shots can be used to add
minor details, to create mystery or tension. The effect depends not only on the
length of a shot but on its relation to the shots that come before and after (montage).
Go back to the 10 ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ shots on page 48 and indicate for each one
whether you would use short (S), medium (M) or long (L) timing. Can you give
reasons for your decisions?
3. Like all rules, we may become aware of editing conventions only when they are
broken. Film-makers sometimes use this fact to surprise, amuse or provoke
audiences. In Monty Python and the Holy Grail (1975) the film-makers break a
number of editing rules for comic effect. In the following sequence, one of King
Arthur’s knights, Launcelot, storms a castle (see the images on page 53).
Scene 20: EXTERIOR – CASTLE GATEWAY
Two sentries with spears guard the gate.
We hear LAUNCELOT’s footsteps.
The two sentries are watching him approach.
CUT to LAUNCELOT

rushing furiously toward the castle about
a hundred metres away.

CUT to GUARDS

watching his approach.

CUT to LAUNCELOT

rushing furiously toward the castle, still a
hundred metres away (same shot).

Viewing Terms: A Practical Glossary for Film and TV Study

51

VT D-E pp37+

17/6/04

10:50 pm

Page 52

CUT TO GUARDS

watching his approach.

CUT TO LAUNCELOT

rushing furiously toward the castle,
still a hundred metres away (same shot).

CUT TO GUARDS

watching his approach. They look quizzically
at one another.

CUT mid-shot GUARDS

LAUNCELOT suddenly leaps into shot with a
shout and runs a GUARD through with his sword,
hacking him to the ground. He runs off into the
castle.
SECOND GUARD:

Hey!

This sequence breaks common editing rules in at least six ways, as listed below. Try
ranking these from 1 (major breaking of rules) to 6 (minor breaking of rules).
Editing rules are broken by:
repeatedly using the same section of film.
drawing attention to cuts, rather than disguising them.
solving a plot problem by ‘cheating’ in the editing room.
allowing characters in the film to become ‘aware’ of the editing.
reminding the audience that the film world is not real.
using a point of view shot for minor characters.

Summary

• Can you imagine these things being done in a serious movie? Why? Why not?

Editing
Editing is the process of cutting up film and assembling the
pieces so that the resulting movie makes narrative sense
and is artistically effective. Editors follow a number of
established conventions to links shots together, including
the use of establishment shots, cutting for continuity and
cutting on action. These techniques can be used to
influence the viewer’s response to a film through the
impact of detail, pacing, contrasts and juxtapositions.

Related terms:
montage
codes and conventions
directing

Advanced reading: Metz (1974) Film language; Ondaatje (2003) The conversations: Walter Murch and the art of
editing film; Reisz (1968) The technique of film editing; Spottiswoode (1950) A film grammar.
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In this sequence from Monty Python and the Holy Grail (1974) the rules of continuity
editing are broken deliberately.

The castle guards see someone approaching.

21

Sir Launcelot runs toward the castle. He
covers about 10 metres of ground in this
shot.

22

Cut to the guards, looking puzzled.This shot
is followed by shot (22) again. Launcelot
covers the same 10 metres of ground,
without getting any closer. The sequence
is repeated three times. Launcelot is still
far away.
23

Suddenly Sir Launcelot arrives. He leaps
into frame and runs the guard through
with his sword. The continuity gap reminds
us of a basic film convention by breaking it.
24

Monty Python and the Holy Grail (1974).
Dir. T. Gilliam. Python Pictures. Images © 1974 National Film Trust Company.
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