Discuss the use of visual storytelling in two essential texts, examining the way in which the various cinematic elements are effective in developing a narrative


In this essay I’m going to be analysing and discussing two films in terms of the visual storytelling and how the cinematic elements are effective in developing a narrative. The two films I’ve decided to discuss in this essay are Trainspotting (1996) directed by Danny Boyle, and Little Miss Sunshine (2006) directed by the husband and wide duo, Valerie Faris and Jonathon Dayton. I’m going to start by introducing Little Miss Sunshine and analysing how the shots and camera movements of the introduction to this film help emphasise the themes and begin to develop a narrative.

Little Miss Sunshine is a road movie that follows the dysfunctional Hoover family along a road trip from Albuquerque to Redondo Beach in California for a beauty pageant. The film opens with a montage showing all of the main characters, starting with the youngest member of the Hoover family, Olive (Abigail Breslin). The first shot we see is an extreme close up of Olive’s eyes with the glare of a TV reflection in her glasses and vague figures moving in them. We then get a reverse shot showing the TV she’s looking at and it’s revealed that she’s watching a beauty pageant. Following a few more of these shots there is a slow low angle tracking shot as Olive rewinds the TV, and a shot from behind Olive as she mimics the movements of the winner on TV. I think that even this short sequence of shots, the cinematic elements that have been used here start to emphasise the themes of this film and begin to develop the narrative. For example, the first shot in this film is of Olive looking directly at the camera, and until we get the reverse shot to see Olive’s perspective it feels like we as the audience are being analysed or inspected by Olive, when in fact she’s analysing the beauty pageant on TV. These two shots alone help give the impression that Olive is getting ideas of success from the beauty pageant and has these distorted ideas that to be successful you need to win a beauty pageant, even at the young age she is. This idea is further reinforced with the shot of Olive from behind showing both the TV and her.  As she mimics the movements of the winner on TV, the positioning of the camera makes it so the winner of the pageant looks like an outline around Olive. This shot in particular is effective at conveying the themes of this film because it is the perfect shot to show that Olive’s idea of success is to grow into that outline and win a beauty pageant. Furthermore, I think it’s important that we see these shots of Olive first because it’s her desire to be in a beauty pageant that drives the Hoover family along this journey and inevitably drives them closer as a family which is one of the main narratives of the film. 

Secondly in this sequence we’re introduced to Olive’s dad Richard (Greg Kinnear). The first shot we see of Richard is a low angled close up of him delivering a motivational speech about how to be successful. Close up shots of Richard are then cut with wide shots of him on stage to build up the idea that he’s a successful man giving an important speech, and the lower angles of the shots help portray him in a mighty fashion as he delivers his speech. As he draws his speech to a close the camera zooms in slowly from the audience, and this again ties back to helping build the idea that he is a successful man. These ideas that have been built up are then proven wrong when we get a revealing shot showing that the audience consists of a handful of people in what appears to be a classroom. We begin to see a trend here in how the family is being introduced and how it ties in with the main themes and narratives of the film. Much like Olive, Richard is striving for a distorted or unachievable goal of success and happiness. The close-up shots that we see of both Richard and Olive while they’re visualising their distorted views of success help emphasise how they’re focusing on their goals and striving to achieve them, however throughout this film their goals will inevitably shift and they will learn that they don’t need to follow their original views of success to be happy. Furthermore, the fact that Richard is lecturing about success and the shots build up an image of Richard in our heads as a successful man, only to be proven wrong with the revealing shot that follows shows again that these ideas of success are very misguided and ties into the narrative.

The next member of the family we’re introduced to is Olive’s brother Dwayne (Paul Dano). Dwayne is introduced with another close-up shot looking down on him as he is lifting weights. There is a focus pull on the weight bar itself every time Dwayne lifts the weight up, and as he lets it down the focus shifts to his face again. The shots that follow show a sequence of Dwayne’s exercise routine, and finish with a shot of Dwayne crossing off a box in a calendar on a wall and looking in the mirror. Again, we see the use of close-up shots to emphasise when a character is working towards their goal, and even though we don’t know quite what Dwayne’s goal is yet, we later find out he’s training to be a pilot in the air force. The shots of Dwayne carry on the idea that these goals that the characters are striving to achieve are based on very misguided ideas of success. This is through the way we are shown his full workout routine and it concludes with a tracking shot of Dwayne showing his extensive calendar with crossed out days on it, and then Dwayne looking at himself in the mirror with little to no happiness upon completing his routine, as if he doesn’t actually want to be doing it. These shots help emphasise the narrative and themes of the film.

[bookmark: _GoBack]To conclude with Little Miss Sunshine, I think that the introduction to this film is an excellent example of how good cinematography can bring meaning and value to the shots in terms of how they establish the themes and narratives visually. Little Miss Sunshine does this well through the way it introduces the main characters with carefully thought out shots to emphasise the theme of success and to push the narrative that eventually drives the family closer together at the end of the movie. The writer of Little Miss Susnhine,  Michael Arndt has said this about the film “So the story really is about these families starting separately and ending together” (Michael Arndt, Little Miss Sunshine: The Shooting Script) and I think I’ve explained how the intro uses good cinematography to emphasise how the characters are separate and eventually end up together. I will now be moving on to discuss Trainspotting and how the cinematography and visual story telling can help develop the narrative of the film.

Trainspotting is a movie that follows a young man called Mark Renton (Ewan McGregor) and his friends, Spud (Ewan Bremner), Sick Boy (Johnny Lee Miller), Franco (Robert Carlyle), and Tommy (Kevin McKidd), through a seemingly endless cycle of heroin addiction followed by brief windows of rehabilitation and sobriety. Trainspotting is based on a novel that was released in 1993 and the writer of the original novel, Irvine Welsh, actually appears in this film for a short time as a character. The novel is written in such a way that the perspective jumps around from person to person, so in the film rendition it was decided that it follow mainly Mark Renton throughout his journey struggling with addiction. The film consists of an equal mixture of documentary style shots showing the realistic brutality of life as a heroin addict in Edinburgh, and artistic dream-like visuals that are very much in tune with pop culture at the time. But whether it’s documentary style shots or artistic visuals, the film has been carefully thought out with every shot in attempt to deliver the narrative and themes of the story in the most realistic way possible even when a scene seems completely unfeasible in terms of the reality of the film. Danny Boyle does this amazingly through his use of the pure subjective perspective of Mark Renton throughout the entire film. The film is narrated by a future version of Mark as if he is recalling the events of the film. Furthermore, it’s clear that Danny made the choice of using the subjective perspective of Mark throughout the film so he could take advantage of using very alternative and contemporary visuals to illustrate Mark’s emotions throughout the film.

The underlying narrative of Trainspotting to me is the endless cycle that Mark and his friends seem to be stuck on, and how Mark is trying to break out of the cycle and finally break away from this bad habit that’s been consuming his life. The alternative visuals that are seen throughout the movie help develop this narrative from the very start. Danny seems to use these visuals generally when Mark is going through a very low point of his addiction. For example, the scene where Mark uses the “worst toilet in Scotland”. Shortly after deciding to give up heroin and locking himself in his room, Mark decides that he needs one more hit before giving it up for good. He manages to get suppositories which is not quite the hit he’s expecting, and before they get a chance to kick in, he is quickly struck with the urge to use the bathroom. Mark is forced to use what is described as the “worst toilet in Scotland” and visually it lives up to those expectations. We are shown a high angled shot looking down on Mark as he enters the stall and has his second thought, but in his situation, he is forced to sit down and use the disgusting facilities here. After using the toilet, Mark realises that the he’s going to have to search the toilet for the suppositories that he bought only a few minutes ago, so he turns around, pulls up his sleeves and begins the search. Here is where we see the first of the alternative visual sequences from the film. As Mark searches the toilet bowl for the suppositories, he goes further and further in until he’s completely submerged in the toilet. The next shot shows Mark submerged in clear waters where he must swim to the bottom to find his suppositories, and then we see him climbing out of the toilet in the next shot. Obviously, we aren’t expected to believe that the sequence actually just happened, so this is the first glimpse we get of how Mark himself is actually feeling in this situation. I think that the combination of shots as Mark enters the room with a low angled wide shot to establish a sense of how truly disgusting this bathroom is followed by the high angled shot of Mark entering the stall is to emphasise how Mark is not the one in a position of power, and in fact there is not many positions of power in this film that can be taken up by people, as the majority of people in this film are powerless to their addictions. The visuals of Mark entering the toilet itself and swimming around to try and find the suppositories emphasise the extent that Mark really would go to just to get a hit.
In conclusion, I think that both Trainspotting and Little Miss Sunshine are excellent films that act as brilliant examples of what creative thinking and good cinematography can do to help develop the narrative and themes of the movie. And I think that both films act as good examples of how when you serve the narrative of the film with the visual storytelling and carefully plan out how you want to emphasise your themes through the use of shots, you end up with and enjoyable and artistic piece of work that, especially with Trainspotting, has been cemented in time as an iconic film.

