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Chapter One – Main Component of a Story: Narrative

“Special effects have to be both narratively integrated and convincing representations of a realistic fictional world here for the audience to believe in them sufficiently, and so to engage with the resulting dilemmas posed for the film’s characters. On the other hand, the simultaneous self-reflexivity of effects solicits attention in a more direct fashion, inviting the audience to see them as effects, and to react with awe and wonder at the capacity of the cinematic apparatus.”
- Martin Barker (with Thomas Austin), From Antz to Titanic: Reinventing Film Analysis
(London: Pluto Press, 2000, pp. 171–172.)

Storytelling is the most important factor to any film. So important in fact, that when this core element is underused or tampered with to compensate for another element, such as the films spectacle, a film and their respective creators can be criticised quite heavily for it. Storytelling has to completely perform alongside special effects symbiotically, creating characters and worlds that are convincing portrayals of the initial vision. When this is not achieved, the final outcome of the said film could be considered a bad story with flashy special effects. This is when a film completely represents the awe of the spectacle as a showcase of technology.
Paul Byrnes from the Sydney Morning Herald states in his critical review of Van Helsing (2004), “Technology swamps storytelling, action is rendered meaningless by exaggeration, and drama is reduced to monotonous physical bouts between “good” and “evil.”” (McClean, 2007, p. 1) Byrnes is suggesting that because of the use of experimental visual effects, and the attitude towards what should be the main priority of a film at this time, the main elements seem diluted. Although, for a film critic rather than a general audience, it can be said that Byrnes is looking from a film maker’s perspective, by making the film as flashy and marketable as possible. Quite a common opinion is blaming the use of digital visual effects which substitute for a good narrative, which stands out to make the film underwhelming. It is apparent that he is blaming his critique of this film on the use of visual effects, whereas the post production or script writing could have been to blame.
Most movie goers of the modern era are accustomed to viewing breath taking innovative CGI on the big screen. However, almost reaching the year 2020, are the digital effects studios from Hollywood slacking? Or are computer generated effects just not as ‘flashy’ and impressive as they used to be? With the new release of the DC film ‘Justice League’ it can be criticised along with other superhero films that follow the visual conventions. Sara Stewart of the New York Post suggests ““Justice League” is a pointless flail of expensive (yet somehow cheap-looking) CGI that no amount of tacked-on quips, or even Gadot’s luminescent star power, can rescue.” (Stewart, 2017) Sarah makes the point that the visual effects are ‘expensive’ and ‘cheap looking’.
What is the reason that this has become a common issue for million dollar blockbusters and their audience? For this argument, it is important to decipher the difference between good storytelling and complementary visual and special effects, and overused and un-disciplined CGI which is used to compromise for a weak narrative. This sort of conflict is debated a lot, especially from the like’s film critics. 
	

With million dollar blockbusters that feel underwhelming for contemporary audiences, this industry fracturing issue will continue for many years because of the expectations of the post millennial generations, as they will expect the high use of CGI and it will become the norm like it is today.
 In Stephen Prince’s book ‘Digital Visual Effects in Cinema’, he states: “According to our customary way of thinking about cinema, this dichotomy in film, between the real and the fantastic, is nothing new.” (Prince, 2012, p. 1) His suggestion is a fair observation of the attitude of the ‘general audience’ of the 2000’s era and onwards. People just aren’t as impressed by computer generated visual effects anymore, which is why we are seeing a lot more use of special effects in films again, for example the 2017 remake of Stephen King’s “IT”. Once you set a particular standard for visual effects, it is difficult to create an effects heavy film that does not seem underwhelming. This is all to do with how the western film goers have been conditioned over the past 25 years, as it has ‘all been done before’.
It can be argued that cinema has gone through and is currently undergoing a similar cycle to that of 18th to 20th century art trends. Starting with modernism, breaking rules and experimenting with different methods of spectacle design, but also looking at improving the way we perceive modern cinema. Although this time had to end at some point, advancing onto the post-modern era, where the design and technique of film making take a step back, and paying homage to the successful films of the past. This is becoming the most effective way of filmmaking today.
From the early two thousands, the uses of visual effects were experimental and a new wave of manipulating the spectacle with the creation of worlds and characters that really let the audience engross into these narratives. However, retrospectively analysing the use of special effects from eighties and nineties films there are critical differences in quality, and the rise in films that heavily rely on creating a profit greater than the overall budget since 2010.  Most eighties films were not necessarily created for a ‘thought provoking’ story for the audience, but are more for the dim-witted teenage audience which watch the films to be entertained as opposed to watching to have analyse a story or mysterious sub-plot which holds more elemental values, for example “Gremlins” (1984) and “A Nightmare on Elm Street” (1984). “Digital visual effects build on stylistic traditions established by film- makers in earlier generations even while providing new and more powerful tools to accomplish these ends” (Prince, 2012, pp. 4-5) So in theory, the narratives that these films have are very simple, but using special effects gives these films a certain classic status. Comparing these films to new releases, how much has movie production changed? 


Hollywood studios in particular seem to prioritise profit by maximising demographics and in turn could compromise the narrative. Logically, this would seem like a positive ideal, as the more money you have invested into a film, the better quality. However, this is not always true. In fact films with a lower budget don’t let dependencies on profit distract the filmmakers from their original vision. A good example of this is a film called ‘Frequently Asked Questions about Time Travel’ directed by Gareth Carrivick. This film in particular uses minimal budget and one scene that utilises CGI. The storytelling and filming techniques are faithful and intricate. With a small set and cast, it really follows the innovative and appreciative way of filmmaking, with low film exposure, but a well thought out narrative which really keeps the audience interested. Simon Reynolds of Digital Spy states: “Overcoming a limited budget with imagination and charismatic characters, it's a minor miracle to see a British movie take on a subject matter monopolised by Hollywood and emerge on level terms.” (REYNOLDS, 2009) This appreciation for a limited budget and faithful use of special and visual effects working alongside a tight narrative has really stemmed from the outlook of multimillion dollar modern Hollywood blockbusters, and the criticisms toward them.
These are the forgotten elements of modern Hollywood movies. As the expectations are high, but as soon as the audience pays for the cinema ticket the money is made, therefore the main goal is complete. The film “Fantastic Four” (2015) had a budget of $120 million, and earned a total of $160 million (Fantastic Four Domestic Total Gross, 2015). So statistics suggest that the film was a success. However, film critics have a different opinion, “It’s wrong-headed from the get, a giant f*ck you to both the idea of narrative consistency and the audience for having the temerity to expect a superhero movie—a genre about people with fantastical powers flying around and saving the world—to be any fun at all.” (Marrs, 2015)

The issue with this film isn’t the overuse of visual effects or misuse of the spectacle, but more of a poor adaptation of a pre-existing narrative. In terms of expectations, a lot of studios pour money into the marketing of the film, which from a filmmakers point of view, create and follow selling conventions religiously, which seems to underwhelm the film on release. This brings in the argument of ‘seeing it all before’.
Stephen King’s 1990’s classic ‘IT’ has been in the records for one of the best portrayed horror films over the past few decades. In terms of the technology that was available at the time, the film does a very good job at portraying the narrative elements in conjunction with the spectacle. With the new release of the 2017 version, it is apparent how the technological advancements can enhance and evolve a story instead of undermining and completely dissecting it. Andrew Barker from ‘Variety’ observes: “King fans will surely appreciate the clear effort and affection that went into this adaptation, even as it struggles to become more than the sum of its parts.” (Barker, 2017) We see a lot of practical effects in the original film which give that feel of realism for the audience, but although the remake’s use of CGI in some places is inconsistent, it mostly looks realistic and the CGI use is invisible. 							
This is something that independent TV shows and Films are trying to achieve recently. The irony about CGI is the audience’s awareness of it. For example, some films seem like a showcase of CGI and technology like ‘The Avengers’ which uses CGI to completely create the film with a heavy use of green screen and minimal use of physical environments. The audience know they are watching a heavy use of CGI because it’s almost essential that blockbuster films utilize this piece of apparatus to the highest extent, to show how impressive the film is. However, in my opinion films should follow the invisible approach, keeping the audience focused on the narrative elements rather than the filmmaker’s technical elements. This invisible approach to CGI is something which is the most effective at working with the narrative in a way that does not favour the expression of the spectacle over true narrative progression. As it is not a showcase of technology or visual skill, the audience must not be sat thinking “How was that effect made?” This takes them completely out of the experience, which is why films that showcase the spectacle are slowly starting to lose popularity in the modern Hollywood era. The means of production should be transparent to the story, so there are no distractions from the journey the audience is experiencing. This is an attributing factor as to why the “Lord of the Rings” films are so successful.















Chapter Two – Case Study: The Lord of the Rings & Gollum – Creating Believable Characters

Believability of character is crucial. Not just for the actors in the films, but also the visual effects supervisors, if the said character is being created using computer generation. Character is one of the main driving forces of the narrative, working with the story worlds to convince the audience that the universe suggested truly exists. One particular franchise that seems to create life out of simply nothing, is the Lord of the Rings trilogy, and more specifically, the characters in which were invented in the 1940’s, but brought to life within the spectacle in the early 2000’s. This franchise mirrors that of the Star Wars prequels, which is renowned for its questionable use of visual effects and narrative. Unlike the Star Wars prequels, the Lord of the Rings trilogy reiterates a story from a series of books, which gives it a sense of structured authenticity. “In the case of Lord of the Rings, the originating source—the books by J. R. R. Tolkien—always have been known to the public as a trilogy, and for the films to succeed they were created with the intention of retaining faithfulness with the source.” (McClean, 2007, p. 172)
This gave director James Cameron a unique opportunity to not worry about having to create a new narrative from scratch like George Lucas did. Instead, he evidently chose to focus the film strongest points on the huge scale special effects and locations, and the minimal, although spectacular, use of visual effects and camera tricks (such as forced perspective). More importantly, combining visual effects to create a believable character is a very difficult job to succeed, especially in the early 2000’s. For example, Jar Jar Binks from “Star Wars: Episode I – The Phantom Menace” was considered a fail attempt and putting these two elements together. The character was not the best in terms of his involvement with the narrative; in fact most could say that his existence in the universe is unnecessary. Ryan Lamble from DenOfGeek.com states “At first, he was the poster boy for the movie's next-gen visual effects - a walking embodiment of how CGI could revolutionise the storytelling in the Star Wars universe.” (Lamble, Star Wars: Jar Jar Binks - what went wrong?, 2015)
Lamble is suggesting that Jar Jar binks is just a showcase of how CGI could revolutionise the Star Wars franchise, however to popular opinion, this early use visual effects did Lucas Arts no favours at all, whilst they tried to put the majority of their resources into displaying their innovative use of visual effects, the original vision was skewed and the narrative integrity suffered greatly. Comparing the method of creating a character that does not physically exist to ‘The Empire Strikes back’ in the 70’s, it’s apparent that having Yoda as a puppet was a success, portraying emotion and great character which a lot of Star Wars fans love to this day. However it was their approach to creating the character of Jar Jar Binks that was the issue, which led to the first instalment of a prequel trilogy very underwhelming.
However, looking at the Lord of the Rings trilogy, there is one particular character that completely stands out in a way that puts the films use of the spectacle way ahead of its time. Unlike the Star Wars prequels, this visualisation was not a showcase of new technology, but an accurate representation of character. Gollum is a character the heads into the un-canny valley and appears unscathed as the actor’s performance was exceptional, and the visual effects still somehow managed to create this illusion of invisible effects as the audience is dragged into a story rich with character and emotion enhanced by the use of visual effects. Jim Rygiel states in his interview with animation world network “When you look at Gollum as just a creature, there were a couple of major components that made him the phenomenon that he is, and one of them was the technology that created the look and texture of his skin, and its flexibility. The other was his motion and how that was achieved. But the main things, which are not technical, is Andy Serkis and what he brought to the role, and also some great lines to deliver. If any one of those things were out of there, I don’t think it would have been as great as it turned out to be.” (Turner, The Digital Truth About 'The Lord of the Rings' Trilogy, 2004)
The true beauty behind Gollum is the classical techniques that were used in conjunction with early 2000’s visual effects that made the character so successful. Jim Rygiel states that if it was not for all of the elements for the creation of Gollum (i.e. performance of the actor, the quality of VFX etc.), then the character would not have been portrayed as well as the final product. For example, if one of these elements were to fail, or underwhelm in the final cut, then the whole character could have failed. It could be seen as parts of an engine, with several parts that have to work to the best ability in order to get the most efficient and effective outcome. The visual effects team for Lord of the Rings seemed to create an extremely intricate universe impressive to even the harshest of film analysts. 
Henry Turner from the Animation World Network states “Rygiel emphasizes that the trilogy was not created as a showcase for effects, but that effects were always in service to the tale. That’s the plan! Exactly to laden it with effects, but not for one second do we want you to be conscious that there are effects in the film.” (Turner, The Digital Truth About 'The Lord of the Rings' Trilogy, 2004) This brings me back to the use of visual effects and just how effective it is in conjunction with a good story. In a way it can be argued that visual effects should only be used in a way which makes them invisible, always putting the story first and having the effects ‘service’ the narrative. 
If we take a look at Gollum in the more modern trilogy “The Hobbit” we can see the difference in technology over a decade. For example, the difference between the visual effects in 1989 and 1999 is absolutely huge, which is the precise reason that this ‘showcase’ technique really became prominent, ass it was a new wave of effects, and a very good selling point for studios that were investing a lot of money into the digital visual effects department. However in the current generation of film, the whole showcase aspect is obsolete as the general western audience’s accustomed attitude towards visual effects. It can be argued that Gollum in the modern trilogy is less overwhelming than the original trilogy, but still a fair revisit of the character. Joe Letteri, the visual effects supervisor for ‘The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey” discusses revisiting the character, “We were looking forward to doing Gollum again. In this business you don't often get to go back and revisit a character." But he's careful to note that neither he or Jackson has any desire to go back to the original films and tweak how Gollum looked, updating the character with modern technology: "It existed as its time, that's who he is, and it still feels right.” (Rich, 2013)
If story characters are not done correctly in conjunction with visual effects, it can create an opposite effect with the audience. Even by straying away from the ‘showcase’ approach like George Lucas did for the Phantom Menace, the film ‘I am Legend’ had different issues with the computer generated characters. Throughout the film, Will Smith’s portrayal of the lone ranger in an empty city of concrete, completely engulfed by nature is fantastic. In terms of character, it only features two from the beginning, which is Will Smith and his dog, ‘Sam’. His character creates the illusion of ‘friends’ as the shop manikins litter the various shops around the city in which he exchanges dialogue. This is a good use of character development, however, the film takes a very interesting turn where you get to see the film’s version of ‘zombies’ in a close up. The visual effects use to create their faces and rig their movements doesn’t work at all and it takes the audience completely out of the experience, and is known as one of the big disappointments from the 2007 adaptation. So what went wrong?
Francis Lawrence, the director of ‘I am Legend’ States "When I saw the dailies, I broke out into a cold sweat. They were very pale, and covered in this chalky powder to protect their skin, which was a really interesting concept, but it looked like a bunch of mime artists running across Washington Square Park. It didn't work at all." (Lamble, Exclusive: director Francis Lawrence on what went wrong with I Am Legend, 2007) Lawrence is saying that when they tried to take a practical effects approach to the creation of the ‘zombies’, it simply wasn’t effective enough for the vision in mind. This is when they decided to use CGI for the creation of these creatures. Lawrence continues “Because there were some close-ups that were stunning, and then you get some shots that I never got right, and it just fucking blows it. It just kills it. And it's just, like, one of the big downfalls for me, with that movie, personally, was with the visual effects.” (Lamble, Exclusive: director Francis Lawrence on what went wrong with I Am Legend, 2007) So from the director’s point of view, the film became a failure when deadlines needed to be met and the visual effect department just couldn’t keep up with the work load after the decision to change the creatures from real people to CGI. This brings me back to the point of realism. These characters have to seem realistic, to give the audience the illusion of life on the screen, similar to how an actor simply acts. If it’s not convincing, then the audience is taken out of the experience. 
















Chapter Three – Visual Story Worlds and Narrative Space
Narrative space can be expressed many ways. It can be expressed through time period, for example, a western film would most certainly feature 1800’s America. Whilst a film like “I, Robot” is set in Chicago in the year 2035 where historical accuracy is impossible and it is all down to speculation and imagination of fiction. In conjunction with characters and narrative, this is the final part of the puzzle that creates a convincing universe for films to base. 
A fine example of fictional story worlds that took this planet by storm is the original ‘Star Wars’ trilogy. Even though this film was filmed on planet Earth, it does a fantastic job of convincing the audience that there really is a universe featuring lightsabers, wookies and of course Yoda, where untold adventures are experienced through the eyes of the viewer. Annette Kuhn remarks, “In the instance of special effects, the cinematic apparatus and the technological future represented in the fictional worlds of science fiction films begin to coincide.” She references a documentary featuring NASA and space programs, and observes, “Many of the film’s images, however, look exactly like science-fiction film images.” (McClean, 2007, pp. 205-206). Kuhn is suggesting that in the age on rockets and the innovation of science, science fiction worlds could me plausible in entering the realm of possibility. The images created by the sci-fi director Stanley Kubrick could be compared to that of real NASA space footage, so our perception of science is growing at a substantial rate, therefore our expectations of science fiction universes that are created also have to satisfy that. McClean states “There is little difference between the images used by those making the plans to launch a spacecraft and those telling stories about spacecraft in those galaxies far, far away.” (McClean, 2007, p. 206), reinforcing my previous point about these story worlds.
Film once gave the opportunity for audiences to go down to their local cinema and see the other side of the world, giving them a sense of awe and adventure, whilst now thanks to the technological advancements in visual effects and CGI, these environments can be created out of nothing, simulating the existence of a world as opposed to character. A film that really captures the essence of this is ‘Maze Runner’ and ‘Maze Runner 2: The Scorch Trials’. In the first film, 20 kids are living inside the middle of a huge maze, into which they have to try and escape. This maze was the first step of their grand master plan at creating a ground breaking environment for the series. As the second film is set outside of the maze, in a dystopian world where solar flares have increased the Earth’s temperature tenfold. This sort of plot requires a heavy amount of detail in the representation of the world in which it is set. It features lots of fictional locations all with purpose and justification, and the landscape visual effects really do complement the narrative in that respect.
Another film which relies heavily on the representation of the story world is ‘Inception’. This film is set inside of the dreamscape of the characters, giving the environment its own set of quantum rules which visualised through morphing and completely unnatural and unrealistic narrative space. However, this approach is completely justified by the necessities of the narrative. This use of visual effects is again, not a showcase of the spectacle, but a service to the narrative. In an interview with Wired.com, Paul Franklin (Visual Effects Supervisor) stated “The great thing about miniatures is they give you this chaotic reality that digital hasn’t quite gotten to yet. Using CG versions of complicated action like falling buildings, explosions or certain lighting effects are all predetermined by the nature of the software and the ideas that went into it. In the effects world, there’s still a lot of useful randomness in real-world physics.” (RUSSELL, 2010).  So the relationship between the physical miniatures and the use of CGI was their effective use as a partnership. Neither one is dominant, but both having a significant purpose in the creation of the ‘Inception’ universe. Franklin continues, “It was about remaining faithful to the “reality” that was shot on-set and using effects to subtly bend elements like physics, space and time. For instance, we have some great set pieces like a fight scene that takes place in zero-g. We built sequences like that to be very stylish, but not excessively stylized to hide effects work.” (RUSSELL, 2010).  Franklin confirms that even though the film itself does justice to the spectacle, it is not a spectacle piece, focusing more on the story and manipulating the reality around the characters to give the illusion of the dreamscape. So although one could argue that this film is a showcase of the spectacle, nothing about the generation of the narrative space is unnecessary, and it is not self-reflexive in that context.
The original ‘Jurassic Park (1993)’ is an example of a film to have its narrative environment completely reliant on the creatures that inhabit it. For example, the grounded reality it is set in would just be fields and forests without any dinosaurs to create a sense of drama. Films that use the affiliation between character and space are the ones that seem to flourish in terms of portraying an authentic and plausible universe. The dinosaurs in the film were created using special effects, practical creatures that the actors reacted to. This gave the film another layer of authenticity, as the creatures in this environment felt just as real as the environment itself. However, if you compare this to the 2015 sequel ‘Jurassic World’, in which the majority of the world and all of the creatures inhabiting it are computer generated, how does that affect the storytelling elements? Glen McIntosh who did animation work for Jurassic World and worked with motion capture supervisor Kevin Wooley stated “Motion capture fundamentally changed the approach to the dinosaur animation. What it helped was to create individuality to the raptors that are driven by a performer, then the character animator would go in and ‘plus’ it out and give it real life. “ (Failes, 2015) 
Creating these fictional worlds from nothing but an idea and lots of artist to design it, the characters and the inhabitants of the world are what really give it life. Visual effects have enhanced the opportunity to be able to take viewers into a different universe for a small amount of time, and have an adventure that’s beyond their own imagination. This is the innovation and beauty of cinema. So what is to come next? My predictions are not 4D cinemas or 5D cinemas, but films that fully incorporate virtual reality, literally placing you in these visual worlds and with these characters to fully experience the awe of cinema once again.
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