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A document to help those who are coming to the subject for the first time. 

With thanks to Linlithgow Academy for letting us use and adapt this resource.  
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LIGHTING AND COLOUR: LIGHTING 

OVERVIEW 

Lighting helps to convey the mood or atmosphere of the scene being observed. 

The audience’s attention can be guided by brightly lighting an object or gesture, whilst keeping other, 

more minor areas, in relative darkness. At the same time, a director can use shadows to build 

suspense by hiding elements (or characters) from the audience. 

 

HOW IT’S USED 

The most commonly used lighting format is called ‘Three Point Lighting’. 

****  Watch the video entitled ‘Using Three Point Lighting Setup’ **** 

Changing the balance and the source of the lighting can create different effects and, therefore, 

moods. 

Underlighting – when the main source of light comes from below the subject. This distorts the 

characters or objects (varying amounts depending on the proximity of the light to the subject) and is 

often used in horror films. 

 

Top lighting – can create distortions, like underlighting, when used on its own. However, top lighting 

can also create an emphasis on a character or object (perhaps as part of glamour photography in 

magazines). 
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Backlighting – when the source of the light is behind the subject. If this is used on its own, then 

silhouettes are created, which can have a variety of effects – positive and negative. 

  

 

PRACTICAL 

Create a page of your own photographs that show the use of light as mentioned above (you can use 

your own camera equipment or the school’s). 

You should have at least three photos – back, over and under. 

 

In each case, annotate the photo, highlighting: what light source was used; which mood or 

atmosphere has been created; how an audience would be expected to react to the image; and any 

other cultural or technical codes that you have used. 

 

**** Watch the clip from Dead Again **** 

The extract is from the opening to the film. Strauss (Kenneth Branagh) is on Death Row awaiting 

execution for the murder of his wife. He is visited by the journalist, Baker (Andy Garcia) who is trying 

to establish whether Strauss is really guilty of the crime. 

- is the lighting in the extract low key or high key? 

- would this be as effective in colour? Explain the answer you have. 

- how is the lighting creating the overall mood of the extract? 

- explain the symbolism of the use of light and dark in the extract. 
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References: 

Under lighting http://carabraasch.blogspot.co.uk/p/lighting-101.html 

Top lighting (horror) https://memorieslikefilm.wordpress.com/2013/08/07/lighting-assignment/ 

Top lighting (glamour) http://elleseleerc.blogspot.co.uk/2013/11/lighting.html 

Backlighting: https://eng304sp11.wordpress.com/tag/backlighting/ 

http://kattebloggmin.blogspot.com/2014/09/backlighting-photography.html 

LIGHTING AND COLOUR: COLOUR 

OVERVIEW 

Colour works on the audience subconscious mind to create a mood. Soap powder boxes are more 

often blue than yellow as research has shown people feel that blue will have a gentler cleansing 

action than yellow.  

Each colour has its own connotations and can be influenced by culture, conventions or beliefs. 

 

PRACTICAL 

Copy the diagram below into your notes and for the colours: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, purple, 

brown and pink, note down the connotations that each colour suggests. 

You can discuss this with others to see if the connotations are the same. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Early cinema used black and white film stock as it was the only kind available. 

Some film makers hand-coloured the negatives before printing, but this was costly and time-

consuming. In the 1930s, ‘Technicolour’ was introduced as new technology. It was 30% more 

expensive than normal black and white film, and so was only used for dramatic effect or for big-

budget epics (Gone with the Wind and The Wizard of Oz, both 1939, fit into this category). 

http://carabraasch.blogspot.co.uk/p/lighting-101.html
https://memorieslikefilm.wordpress.com/2013/08/07/lighting-assignment/
http://elleseleerc.blogspot.co.uk/2013/11/lighting.html
https://eng304sp11.wordpress.com/tag/backlighting/
http://kattebloggmin.blogspot.com/2014/09/backlighting-photography.html
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**** Watch the Virgin Atlantic 25 Years, Still Red Hot advert **** 

Virgin’s brand colour is red. 

- count the times where red is seen more prominently than other colours 

- what are the connotations of red? 

- how do those connotations fit (a) to the times red is shown in the advert and (b) to Virgin 

Atlantic itself. 

- what is the meaning to the audience of having the other air stewards dressed in grey? 

SOUND 

OVERVIEW 

In the early days of silent movies, a live piano or organ was used to accompany the images on the 

screen. In 1927, The Jazz Singer was released as the first feature length film with fully recorded 

sound. 

Like colour, adding sound was a huge investment for the film companies – but the technology 

proved to be so effective and exciting for audiences, that soon all films became ‘talkies’.  

Now, the soundtrack is a highly digitised combination of dialogue, music and sound effects. 

 

HOW IT IS USED 

There are, basically speaking, two kinds of sound in the world of film. 

 

DIEGETIC sound is sound that is part of the film world that the audience are watching. This can be 

dialogue, music, sound effects (doorbells, cars etc) that come from a source within the film world. It 

can be off screen (a kettle boiling in a kitchen) or on screen (jukebox or car radio). 

NON-DIEGETIC sound is sound that is not recognised as being part of the film world. This can be 

voice-over or background music. 

These can be used in a variety of different ways, including: 

SOUND BRIDGES – where a sound from one scene will continue into the next scene and helps to 

maintain the continuity of the film as it allows for a smoother transition between shots / scenes. 

CONTRAPUNTAL or PARALLEL sound – sometimes, the sound (especially background music) 

complements the images on screen (happy sounds when there are images of children playing, for 

instance). This is PARALLEL sound. When the sound does not fit to the images, then it is called 

CONTRAPUNTAL sound. 

 

 

****Watch the clip from Train Spotting **** 
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- what sounds are heard before the music starts? 

- what type / genre of music is heard accompanying the extract? 

- what images would normally be expected to be seen on screen with such music? 

- is the sound contrapuntal or parallel? 

- what is the effect on the tone of the extract by mixing this sound and those images? 

 

 

 

USE OF CAMERA 

OVERVIEW 

Cinema’s early days were only able to be recorded from a single camera, fixed on a tripod. It gives 

the impression of being at the theatre and watching a play.  

**** Watch The Miller and the Sweep (1898) to illustrate this **** 

As technology improved, the imagination of film makers began to explore different shots and angles. 

 

HOW IT IS USED 

**** Watch the video Camera Framing **** 

Identify the following images as: Extreme Close Up; Close Up; Medium Shot; Close Up; and Extreme 

Close Up.  

Then, identify when each shot would be used in a film text. 
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Cameras have come a long way since “The Miller and the Sweep”. Not only can they turn to film at 

different angles, but they are also portable and can follow the action and the actors wherever they 

go. 

There are a number of camera movements that are key: 

PANNING – where the camera moves slowly across from side to side (on a fixed axis – it doesn’t go 

up or down) 

TILT – where the camera moves up and down on a fixed axis (it doesn’t go left or right) 

CRANE – where the camera is mounted on a crane and can move around at distance from the 

ground 

TRACKING – where the camera follows the action, moving alongside the subject (used often in sports, 

especially last 100m of a race) 

ROLLING – the camera tracking but diagonally (often used to show a character is drugged or ill) 

**** Watch the clip from Much Ado About Nothing **** 

- identify and list from the clip where these different camera movements are used (use a 

description of the scene to show where the movement is – what is happening on screen – 

don’t just give a time code). 

- how does the camera reflect the mood of the extract? 

- consider the music. How does it add to the mood of the extract? 

 

PRACTICAL 

Rewatch “The Miller and the Sweep”. 

Using your knowledge of camera framing and movements, and assuming you have a modern, 

portable camera, re-work this story in storyboard form.  

Use as many of the framing and movement techniques as you can. 

 

PUTTING MUSIC AND IMAGE TOGETHER 

**** Watch the extract from The Good, the Bad and the Ugly **** 

- list the camera framing techniques that are used in the clip 

- list the camera movement techniques that are used in the clip 

- is the sound Parallel or Contrapuntal? 

- what effect on the mood does the music have? 
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- describe how this is assisted by the camera techniques 

References 

Extreme Long Shot: http://www.davidbordwell.net/blog/2013/09/18/harry-potter-treated-with-gravity/ 

Long Shot: http://year13english.weebly.com/tpoh-themes.html 

Medium Shot: https://insanelly.wordpress.com/2013/08/11/camera-shots-angles-and-movements-for-a-more-

professional-looking-films/ 

Close Up Shot: http://katrinat-uni.blogspot.co.uk/2009/08/ferris-buellers-day-off.html 

Extreme Close Up Shot: http://www.gettyimages.co.uk/detail/video/young-woman-smiling-close-up-of-mouth-stock-

footage/83105880 

MISE EN SCÈNE 

OVERVIEW 

Mise en Scène translates as “what is put into the scene or frame” and is used to describe the setting 

& props; costume, hair and make-up; facial expression and body language; lighting and colour; and 

the positioning of characters and objects within the frame that is seen on the screen by the audience. 

These are the cues that an audience will take in order to make sense of a scene. 

 

HOW IT IS USED 

 

Look at the scene above, from Spielberg’s Lincoln. 

-The light fixtures, clothing, beards, wall paper, papers on the desk… all indicate something set in the 

mid to late- 19th century. 

-The darkness of the clothing suggests that this is a serious meeting. 

-The fact that they are all men suggests a serious meeting – possible politics or religion – since 

women were not allowed to take part in these aspects of life at that time. 

http://www.davidbordwell.net/blog/2013/09/18/harry-potter-treated-with-gravity/
http://year13english.weebly.com/tpoh-themes.html
https://insanelly.wordpress.com/2013/08/11/camera-shots-angles-and-movements-for-a-more-professional-looking-films/
https://insanelly.wordpress.com/2013/08/11/camera-shots-angles-and-movements-for-a-more-professional-looking-films/
http://katrinat-uni.blogspot.co.uk/2009/08/ferris-buellers-day-off.html
http://www.gettyimages.co.uk/detail/video/young-woman-smiling-close-up-of-mouth-stock-footage/83105880
http://www.gettyimages.co.uk/detail/video/young-woman-smiling-close-up-of-mouth-stock-footage/83105880
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-They are all sitting round a table – this is a committee of some sort. The papers show that they have 

a lot of reference material to hand. 

-The focus of the men is pointing to the right – the man sitting at the top of the table on the right-

hand side must be the most important one in the room. 

-To the left of this important man, there is a man not sitting at the table, but taking notes. He is, 

therefore, not as important as the others (he is also dressed in lighter coloured clothes) and may be 

the secretary for the meeting. 

 

SETTING 

Settings of a film are rarely (if ever) just a background for the characters – they have significance of 

their own. Film makers spend large amounts of pre-production time in choosing the right locations 

to shoot at (or building sets). 

Settings can be used to manipulate an audience by building (or removing) expectations. For instance, 

a horror movie set in a modern / contemporary setting may be more effective than a gothic-style 

mansion (because it does not fit to expectations based on genre conventions). 

PROPS 

Props (short for properties) is the name given to objects that are in the set. Usually it refers to object 

that will play a part in the action (like a bottle of poison) rather than objects in the background that 

are used to create the set. 

COSTUME 

Costume plays an important role in mise en scène because it can instantly show the audience the 

personality, social status and career of a character. Costume tells the audience of the time period; 

and which part of society within that time. Specific genres may require specific costumes. 

MAKE-UP 

In early cinema, make-up was used to highlight features of the actors’ faces as the film quality was 

not able to pick out detail very well. In modern cinema, especially with the use of IMAX, this is no 

longer the issue (quite the opposite, in fact) and make-up artistry has, on the whole, come to 

specialise in 2 areas:  1) making it look like no one has make-up on – so that characters look as 

natural as possible and 2) ‘prosthetic’ make-up – wounds, bruises and ‘gore’. 

FACIAL EXPRESSIONS 

One of the differences between acting on stage and acting on screen is the way in which actors use 

their facial expressions. Whilst they are used on stage, the physical distance the audience is from the 

action, limits their effectiveness, unless they are exaggerated and accompanied by hand gestures. 

In film acting, however, because the camera can be in extreme close up, the facial expressions of an 

actor can be used far more effectively: in keeping with normal conversation, where we are 

constantly being given small cues as to how the other person is feeling (or responding). 

BODY LANGUAGE 

The body language of an actor can give a clear indication to the audience of social status; emotional 

state; thoughts and feelings. Some films require realistic body language, others (like musicals) 
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require something more stylised. 

 

**** Watch the Casino Royale clip **** 

- What does the opening shot tell the audience about the scene? (think temperature, place, 

time) 

- What do the costumes suggest about the two men involved in the conversation? 

- What does Dryden’s facial expression in the lift tell us? How about once his gun fails? 

- What does Bond’s body language tell us during the interview? 

LIGHTING  

Lighting can create mood and atmosphere – which can also be a key element in mise en scène. In the 

Casino Royale scene, for instance, the lighting is low key for the Bond / Dryden interview. This 

creates shadows which suits the enigmatic nature of the spy genre. On the other hand, when Bond is 

attacking the contact, the lighting is very bright (over exposed) which not only highlights the 

difference in the action but also the atmosphere. 

COLOUR 

Refer back to the colour wheel that you created earlier.  

When applied in terms of mise en scène, colour often connotes the mood or attitude of the people 

in the scene or the society in which the scene is set. In the Casino Royale clip, the lack of colour (use 

of black and white stock) not only indicates that this is a past event, but also adds to the atmosphere 

of cold and mystery. 

POSITIONING OF CHARACTERS & OBJECTS 

There are various ways in which the film maker can position objects and characters within the frame. 

a) in the foreground – we as the audience should accept this as an important character or 

object, whilst activity or objects in the background should be less important. 

b) A moving body or object on a stationary back ground will immediately call attention to itself. 

c) Even spacing across a frame balances the shot / crowding to one side unbalances the shot. 

d) physical positioning of characters to show mood – arguing people will be at distance 

(physical distance reflects the emotional distance). 

PRACTICAL 

You are a filmmaker with a basic set: a room with a window and a bed. There are two actors. Turn it 

into a scene from a horror film by adding whatever you wish in terms of props, costumes and by 

placing the actors (including facial expressions). You may choose colours and lighting. 
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Draw the scene and write a description of what you have created, explaining each choice along the 

way: colours, positions, props, costumes…. etc. 

Once you have done that, re-do the exercise but for a) a science fiction film and then b) a children’s 

fairy tale. 

References 

Lincoln shot: http://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2012/11/fact-checking-lincoln-lincolns-mostly-realistic-

his-advisers-arent/265073/ 

Bedroom: https://www.newstudent.co.uk/seven-deadly-photos-and-how-to-avoid-them/ 

EDITING 

OVERVIEW 

Editing is a term that is used to describe the process of looking at all the footage which has been 

shot during the filmmaking process and placing it into the desired order.  

There are two areas to concentrate on: Speed (how long does each shot last?) and Style (how is each 

shot joined to the next?) 

 

SPEED OF EDITING 

Shots are like sentences in written English. A long sentence will be full of description, but will slow 

the action down. Short sentences speed action up. They have no description. They can create 

tension. On the other hand, a longer sentence will diffuse the tension by allowing the reader time to 

get used to events. 

A short shot (quick editing) can create action and tension. Holding a shot longer (slower editing) will 

allow the audience a chance to relax and discover what is going on. 

 

 

PRACTICAL 

Write down all the connotations that come to your mind when you think of the Scottish Highlands. 

Now, watch the Scottish Highlands Advert. 

http://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2012/11/fact-checking-lincoln-lincolns-mostly-realistic-his-advisers-arent/265073/
http://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2012/11/fact-checking-lincoln-lincolns-mostly-realistic-his-advisers-arent/265073/
https://www.newstudent.co.uk/seven-deadly-photos-and-how-to-avoid-them/
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Count the number of edits / cuts there are in this advert (that’s each time the shot changes – a new 

scene or a different angle for the current one). 

Write down all the activities shown in the advert. 

What do you think Visit Scotland are suggesting about the Highlands by using such editing 

techniques? 

Now, watch the extract from Jane Eyre. 

Count the number of edits / cuts. What are the filmmakers suggesting here in terms of speed? 

STYLE OF EDITING 

When a film has been created on film stock then the editor must literally CUT the film and stick it 

together with another piece. When it has been created digitally, then this process is handled by 

computers.  

An editor has various methods of splicing (sticking together) two pieces of film – digitally or manually. 

a) straight cut – the most normal. Once scene is replaced by another. A good editor will 

manage to do this so that the audience aren’t aware it’s happening. It will appear natural. 

b) fade-out (fade-to-black) – would suggest an ending to a section or the film. 

c) dissolve – where one image is brought in slowly whilst the other fades. 

d) wipe cut – one image wipes across the screen to replace the other. 

e) jump cut – a sudden change from one image to another. 

f) graphic match (match cut) – where an incoming image is matched with the previous one in 

some manner. 

HOW IT IS USED 

**** Watch the following clips: **** 

  Schindler’s List (Match Cut) 

  2001 – A Space Odyssey (Match Cut) 

  Star Wars (Wipe Cuts) 

- what is it about the two items in Schindler’s List and 2001 – A Space Odyssey that make them 

similar enough to be match cut together like that? 

- What would be the effect on the audience of the Star Wars wipe (remember that they are 

watching it in a dark cinema)? 
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The text for this document has been largely drawn from “Film Language”, published by Film Education. 


