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Cinematography: In Control of the Viewer’s Psychology

	From the very beginning of moving image, practitioners in the film industry have used other forms of art, dating back hundreds of years, to create and develop certain techniques that are still very much used in the industry to this day. These techniques help enhance the story narrative. Cinematography is one of the main pillars necessary in creating a good visual story. By using certain elements of the visual image, filmmakers are able to adjust and often control how the viewer digests information from what they are watching. Behind most cinematic choices there is a psychological science, this gives cinematographers an edge as they are able to enhance the story by conveying emotions through elements in the composition. There are rules of composition, these rules can be broken if it’s for a purpose, but you have to know them to be able to give the effect you want. I will be focusing on framing/composition and exploring the psychological effects on the viewer due to creative choices from the director of photography and where we are able to utilise these rules for our own benefit and keep the story flowing. I will also look into where these techniques will filter into my own work and also future projects.

	In this chapter, I will be focusing on the rules of composition that most people in the industry follow. When first entering the film industry, it is a general rule of thumb that you learn the core rules of composition, so your able to create and develop the experience and story world you want to portray. These rules are the simplest formula to follow and learn, giving newcomers the ability to create at a professional level just by learning these rules. One core technique that has been around since the start of filmmaking is the Rule of thirds. This is where you split your frame into two horizontal lines and two vertical lines, this creates four points in the frame which are seen as points that create a harmonising effect on the audience. If you look at any tv show/film, they will more often than not comply with the rule of thirds and put characters or objects on these points to create fluidity and to keep the scene balanced. If you don’t film with these rules in mind, the film can come across as jarring or it’s hard to follow, this can make the audience uncomfortable and potentially ruin the story you are trying to tell. There’s a very basic psychology behind the rule of thirds “This term stems from the fact that our brain is used to balance—processing information is easier for us when things are in alignment……This can affect how pleasing or frustrating your image can be” Molnar (2016). It is interesting to delve behind stylistic choices in the composition to understand the psychological effects these choices have on the audience and how we as filmmakers can use this to our advantage. Although there is a strong psychological reason behind the rules, they are more of a guideline to enhance the narrative and to keep everything flowing. Many people follow these rules because it’s considered the correct way of making a film, it isn’t, there is no correct way of making a film, but the rules are a great starting point and a good guideline for mastering the basics. Although there are many examples I could give you where the rule of thirds is applied, here is one example of the rule of thirds being utilised, Seven by David Fincher. 
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(Seven, 1995)
By placing Detective Somerset on the right third, utilising negative space in front of him and giving him enough head room we as the audience feel a sense of balance. It keeps us comfortable, if he was placed on the left third while still in the same position the audience would feel trapped and uncomfortable as the frame wouldn’t have any lead room. Another widely used rule is the 180 degree rule, this is an imaginary line between two characters contributes to the balance we seek in a shot. It is also used in other forms of media such as sports games. Once the line is established between two characters, every shot for that conversation should stay on that side of the line. If the camera jumps back and forth on opposite sides of the line the audience will pick up on it straight away because it is unnatural to the fluidity of the scene. It comes hand in hand with the rule of thirds, if you jump over to the other side of the 180 degree line the characters will both be on opposite sides of the frame compared to the last shot, this can throw the audience off and completely disrupt the scene. By sticking to one side of the conversation the audience feel like they are involved in the conversation as each character is on opposite ends of the frame and looking in the direction of the other character, this make the scene feel natural and comfortable. 

When you’re watching any film or television programme, have you ever felt uncomfortable or a cut didn’t sit right with you? Unless it was made by someone who is inexperienced in filmmaking, it was probably done on purpose to give you, the viewer, a certain experience. I want to explore this area of cinematography because I believe if you try learning all aspects of cinematography, you have the full scope to play and experiment with. This is where breaking the rules of composition has become my research topic, while knowing the rules is important, being able to break them effectively gives me the most experimental ability when it comes to filmmaking. It also gives you the best chance at giving the viewer the best experience when it comes to watching your film and in turn strengthening your position and outlook on a project as the director of photography.  
[image: ]Filmmakers can utilise every aspect of the composition to enhance the narrative, more often than not if something doesn’t look right, it was probably done on purpose. Shooting 








(Mr Robot, 2015-)
something this way is the unconventional or ‘wrong’ way of shooting to some people but, there is no ‘correct’ way of shooting anything, the rules of composition are seen more as guidelines as oppose to rules you have to stick to.  One show that has really paved the way for breaking the rules is ‘Mr Robot’. Mr Robot utilises aspects of the composition to create its unique style, from lots of negative space to removing the ‘leading room’ from in front of the actor creating an unsettling feeling for the audience. As Director of Photography Tod Campbell explains, “Short sighting is unnerving, it further accentuates how f**ked-up Elliot’s world is. The idea was to convey the loneliness. That’s the internal dialogue I had with myself: How do we tell that story? How do you get Elliot across?” (Collins, 2015). Its experimental style has become the reference point for many new films/tv shows. It has helped people, including myself, realise the possible effects that can be achieved when you chose to break the ‘norm’ and to think of composition in a more creative way. Dramas are usually shot in a very conventional way, sticking to the rule of thirds etc. It keeps a scene fluid and comfortable, so when the rules are broken its very jarring for the audience. Most of the shots in Mr Robot don’t comply with the rules, creating an unspoken sense of the story world in the show. If Tod Campbell hadn’t altered the overall style of the show when he came on for the second episode, Mr Robot wouldn’t have been the one of a kind show it is today. So, why do people break/bend the rules? it’s to create a psychological effect on the viewer. When a certain shot is framed in an unusual way or a movement is unnatural and stops the flow of the scene, it is usually very noticeable and disrupts the viewer, sometimes making it uncomfortable to watch. This is usually done of purpose by the DP, it can either give the viewer a feeling of what the character is going through or have an underlining context to that part of the scene. Another way of breaking the rules to create an effect on the audience is with the 180 degree rule, the 180 degree rule keeps a conversation feeling natural but if a DP decides to break the 180 degree rule and cut to the other side of the conversation it can create a sudden break in conversation or to show the audience that something has gone wrong. When dealing with the rules of composition there are many ways to get creative and bend them to suit what’s going on in your story. One example where they have decided to break the 180 degree rule is in Stanley Kubrick’s The Shinning. 
[image: ](The Shinning, 1980)
The break in the 180 degree line through the characters creates a distrust between the two and also creating a jarring feeling for the audience. This is a great example of how breaking the rules can enhance the narrative just by a simple cut.  

	It’s all well and good learning and talking about the rules of composition and how and when to break them but after learning about them it’s best to bring them into your own work. The rules of composition are filmmaking 101, they are the first thing you should learn when becoming a filmmaker and entering the industry. They can prove vital when creating the effect you want the audience to feel, in turn enhancing your story. Following my research into the rules of composition, I have used some of the rules in my own personal work.  For example, in one of the first shots of this scene from ‘Indivisible’ I comply with the rule of thirds. 
[image: ]

This is one of the first shots from this scene, I decided to comply with the rule of thirds to create a balanced frame with a good amount of head room and space in front of the character. I wanted this to be comfortable and balanced because it represents the character’s world, in this moment he is in his comfortable state and his comfortable environment. A few moments later I decide to bend the rule of thirds. In this shot I physically move the camera to the other side of the character. This is a way to bend the 180 degree rule, as there is fluid movement the audience is able to follow, this makes it less jarring for the audience.
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The motivation behind breaking the rule is to show that there’s another side to this man. The camera moves from a shot of a family picture to the other side of him where his computer is about to be hacked and his life turned upside down. Bending the rule can still keep the audience intrigued without throwing them completely off the story. It furthers the story while also showing the audience what’s at risk for this character. Another way I have used the rules of composition to my advantage is where I left a larger amount of head room and kept the character nearly in the centre of the frame. 
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In this shot we move closer slowly, keeping him in centre frame. Keeping the intensity from the slow movement getting closer to him, he is centre stage all eyes are on him as his secret is revealed to everyone. Instead of keeping him on the right third, he is centre frame, keeping him of the third would make everything comfortable, I wanted to show disruption, in the frame and also in his life as he is exposed. I also wanted to leave quite a lot of headroom, this is to signify the weight above his head, he’s carrying around secrets that could potentially ruin his life and the lives of his family. Now, I’m not saying this is completely set in stone, a scene is always open for interpretation but that was the motivation behind aspects of composition that I thought I could utilise to enhance the story. I plan to experiment with bending and breaking the rules of composition in my future projects to see what can be achieved with a little bit of creativity when it comes to the rules/guidelines of composition.

	To conclude, the rules of composition are a great learning curve that can open up many creative choices that could make or break a film. They are a core part of filmmaking, drilled into our psychology to ignite certain feelings from the audience. If you’re going to break them, it needs to be done correctly or it could cost you the whole film. Looking into shows like ‘Mr Robot’ gives me inspiration into not everything has to be done a certain way, filmmaking is an experimental practise and shouldn’t conform to rules, but they should be used as a good starting point. Tv shows like ‘Mr Robot’ show us that with a little bit of creativity you could be the reference point for future projects. Every aspect of filmmaking can be manipulated, this is what keeps the film industry relevant, there’s always something new. In my dissertation I want to explore into how do elements of composition effect the human psychology & how far can the audience be manipulated. 
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