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The role of a set designer is to create an imaginary world. When watching a film, those worlds are experienced 2- dimensionally however the viewer rationally knows that they have been constructed within a 3- dimensional space. I have chosen the three key words of perspective, scale and façade as they allow the viewer to experience what they see on the screen as a believable 3- dimensional place. I will explore to what extent does perspective, scale and façade contribute to changing a space into a believable place. In my view a space is something open to creation and interpretation whilst a place is something that already has meaning behind it. I will explore space and place, in the context of film sets and how my key words make a believable 3- dimensional space or place on screen.
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Figure 1. Jackson, P. 2001 

The first key word of scale is very prominent in set design in creating a believable perspective for the viewer especially relevant within fantasy films. The word ‘scale’ is expansive with multiple meanings, used in complicated ways within set design. In film it can be exploited to its limits to help improve the visuals. It is closely related to perspective, which will be explored later on. Scale and perspective can be used in tandem to create illusions or façades on screen. This involves technical drawings and white card models, both of which are not 1:1 measurement, they are typically made on a much smaller scale than what the final concept will be, for example 1:25, 1:50 or 1:100. This means that one unit of measure on the page equals to 25/50/100 of the same unit of measure within the space, that the concept is to be constructed in. This enables the designers to decide on all the details of the set concept as well as materials and how it is to be constructed on this smaller scale whilst depicting what the full-scale measurements will be.

The Lord of the Rings trilogy employs many techniques to manipulate scale within its filming due to its fantasy element. They use scale sparingly but in simple and imaginative ways. In the film they have characters of multiple different heights due to them being different species; Hobbit, Dwarf, Human, Elf and Wizard. Hobbits and Dwarfs are much shorter than the other species so the size of those actors needed to be manipulated so their heights are correct within the fantasy world.

The difference between a Hobbit and a human it's like .75 is a Hobbit to a human which if you invert that a person needs to be roughly a one and a third times further away than what they would have to be if they were really hobbit so if you wanted Frodo and Gandalf to be standing side by side and they’re 10 feet away from the camera then you would want to put Frodo 1 and a 1/3 times further away from that. (Van’t Hul, n.d.)

Figure 1 demonstrates one of the ways that the makers of the trilogy used scale. Here it is depicting the scene from the beginning of The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring where Frodo has met up with Gandalf and they are travelling through Hobbiton to Bag End. The top part of the image shows what viewers would see on screen whilst the bottom half shows how they achieved the look of the actor Elijah Wood (Frodo) seeming much smaller compared to Ian McKellen (Gandalf) than he would usually be if the two actors stood side by side. “In filmmaking forced perspective is a visual effects technique that makes things appear to be farther away or closer than they actually are” (Nevada Film Office, 2018). The use of forced perspective is a simple way of manipulating the scale of something without physically changing the size or shape of what you are using. In Figure 1 it shows the wagon that they use in the film and how they changed it to use forced perspective and achieve the illusion of two different heights. The side of the wagon that Frodo sits on has been pushed back 1 and a 1/3 times so that when the actor sits there, he appears smaller than Ian McKellen. The camera is in a specific fixed position so the split wagon appears seamless and whole to the viewer, not edited.

Scale is essential to set design because without it, designers would not be able to convey the exact measurements and construction concepts to the directors and builders; it is also easier to make any changes on designs rather than building something straight away. Even the use of scale models is essential so that the director and others working on the sets can get a sense for the look and feel for the set as well as spatial requirements and possible camera angles that may not have been realised by just a 2-dimensional drawing. Scale links to my current design question because it moves between two planes of existence, 2-dimensional and 3-dimensional, this means that it starts of in the aspect of technical drawings, next 3-dimensional models and the constructed set where crew and actors can walk around the space, then finally experienced on a 2-dimensional screen within cinemas.

Scale is closely linked with my next key word perspective. The two art techniques work hand in hand with each other. Within a perspective drawing, for example, everything moves further away from the edges of the drawing and closer towards a vanishing point, becoming smaller and closer together. Helen South explains visual perspective as something that “gives a three-dimensional feeling to a flat image” (South, 2019); this is through using scales and making objects smaller the further away they appear to be from the viewer. She also explains that perspective is “one of the fundamentals that you need to understand in order to create realistic and believable scenes” (South, 2019). In order to create any believable flat 2-dimensional image, you need to fully understand how perspective works and how scale relates.

Theoretical perspective is a key component to set design and filmmaking; this more specifically considers the viewer and how a director or set designer can use this to their advantage. Ashley Crossman talks about theoretical perspective within sociology, explaining it as “a set of assumptions about reality that inform the questions we ask and the kinds of answers we arrive at as a result.” (Crossman, 2020). This states that a person’s perspective is individual to them and it influences what they question and how they answer it. Experiences and beliefs have a huge impact on someone’s perspective and so multiple people watching the same film could take away, sometimes drastically different opinions and feelings from what they have just viewed.

Both definitions are applicable for perspective within a film set; a set is simply a large open space and it is not until it is filled that it changes to a place; in addition this space can be manipulated to create multiple perspectives, transforming space to place through what the camera presents to the viewer. This sense of place however could be ruined if the visuals are not correct to the director’s vision and in turn for the viewer. This is because if the visual perspectives look wrong to the viewer then their personal perspective of the film is lessened and they may not enjoy it as well as they could have. Henri Lefebvre talks about perspective in his book The Production of Space, primarily in the context of urban architecture and the laws and origins of this. “These artists ‘discovered’ perspective and developed the theory of it because a space in perspective lay before them” (Lefebvre, 1991, p.79). This can be applied with regards to a film set as it is essentially just a large space yet to become anything; the use of a green screen for example or set dressing changes the perspective of both the way people view the space and also the way objects appear in it. For the people within the space it is physically just a large open environment; for the directors and producers, they can visualise what the final result will be; by the time it reaches the cinema or tv screens it has been transformed beyond a space and is now a new world, no matter the genre, it is a façade that each viewer can be immersed within and ultimately their own perspective is then created.

[image: ]Figure 2. Kubrick, S. 1968 


Within Figure 2 it shows a snapshot from Kubrick’s film 2001: A Space Odyssey and depicts an example of how perspective is used within his films. “the use of one-point perspective leads the public into the action, as if the three-dimensional effect created made the viewer ‘enter’ the scene” (Antunes, 2015). Antunes states that by Kubrick’s use of one-point perspective he is essentially pulling the viewer into the action of what is occurring on screen. The bold black lines pointing towards the character almost forces the eye into the centre of the screen. 


The use of perspective and scale within film both help contribute to the façade that films present to their viewers. Lefebvre talks about the link that perspective and façade share: “Perspective established the line of façades and organised the decorations, designs and mouldings that covered their surfaces.” (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 237). This states that perspective seems to direct the façade and it dictates what the façade will look like as a final concept. He goes on to say, “It also drew on the alignment of façades to create its horizons and vanishing-points” (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 273), which brings in scale. This demonstrates how all three key words continuously work with each other; without the use of scale within perspectives, the overall look would not appear to be right and in turn would not establish a façade for the naked eye to witness on a flat surface.

Façade appears within films all the time, from actors pretending to be someone else, to a set built within a studio space or equally a filming location that could be edited enough to achieve the look wanted for that scene. A façade is a false truth, “a false, superficial, or artificial appearance or effect” (Merriam-Webster n.d.). This definition is applicable for facades within film; art departments are constantly working to create something that might not be naturally found in the world. They might also have to recreate something that cannot be easily replicated on earth, such as anything set within the wide expanse of space.

In Kubrick’s film 2001: A Space Odyssey he, alongside his art department created this centrifuge – a rotating cylinder that was the set for a part of the spaceship within his film – and managed to create this illusion of the actors walking around the whole inside of the rotating set. Kubrick explains there are 2 types of camera set ups they used on the centrifuge and how they were used to capture this façade:

in the first type the camera was mounted stationary to the set, so that when the set rotated in a 360° arc, the camera went right along with it. In other words, on the screen it appears that the camera is standing still, while the actor walks away from it, up the wall, around the top and down the other side. In the second type of shot the camera, mounted on a miniature dolly stayed with the actor at the bottom while the whole set moved past him (Lightman, H. A. 2016, p. 434).

Through using two camera methods it makes the viewer believe the illusion that the actors were actually defying gravity and able to walk upside down. This is a perfect example of creating façades and presenting them on a flat screen because it shows you something that if viewed during filming, would look completely different.

There are many ways to create façades within film. For example, within the Harry Potter films a range of CGI, green screens, prosthetics, miniatures and animatronics were used. This range of ways to create façades have also been used within The Lord of the Rings trilogy, and in turn The Hobbit trilogy. [image: ] Figure 3. Jackson, P. 2001 


Figure 3 shows a scene from the film The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring when Frodo is standing at the balcony of The Last Homely House in Rivendell. This is a nice example of how many techniques can be used together to create a façade. This specific technique is called layer compositing. This image shows the combination of a life size set, large miniature and CGI. Fitzgerald explains layer compositing as a technique that “seamlessly integrates digital assets with live action footage to bring together the final shot” (Fitzgerald, 2018). This technique pulls together each element that is needed to create a scene. He goes on to say that a compositor “layers together various elements in a way that makes them appear to naturally belong in the same space” (Fitzgerald, 2018). Linking what Fitzgerald has said about layer compositing with Figure 3, it explains that to make this scene, a compositor seamlessly merged together the live footage of Frodo on the full-size balcony set, in front of the live footage of the miniature. Behind those two elements they layered in some CGI of the valley that Rivendell is situated in, finally making sure the waterfalls were animated instead of static.

The use of miniatures within film is very common. They are “extremely detailed models of objects or people that can be used in a film to give convincing background detail” (Ackland-Snow & Laybourn, 2017, p. 118-119). They are 3 dimensional constructions, usually of a building or scene that would be too expensive or would take too much time to create full size. Within Ackland-Snow and Laybourn’s book there is an interview with Leigh Took who is a professional Visual Effect and Models Supervisor. He states that “miniatures offer the opportunity to have a three-dimensional artefact […] viewed by the camera lens as real” (Took, 2017, p.121 ), he goes on to say that “Nothing compares to using actual daylight with a backdrop of trees and landscape in perspective with moving cloud patterns” (Took, 2017, p, 121). This shows that professionals prefer to use real life models and sets compared to overusing green screens and CGI. The use of façade, alongside scale and perspective are essential elements to film making and set design in particular. Without using these three elements a film set would appear flat and be unable to create believable and illusionary 3-dimensional spaces and places on a flat 2-dimensional cinema screen.

The theory of ‘Space and place’ will be fundamental to my argument and will be used as a starting point. It is also prominent in set design, as you start with an empty space and after building a set within that space, it can turn into a place, depending on if the set is intending to be a space or a place. I thought about what contributes to set design and making a constructed set believable on screen. Perspective, scale and façade are three things that are very prominent in the field of set design and they play an important role in how a set is perceived. They can be manipulated on screen, in addition to playing a feature role in the designing and building of sets to create imaginary worlds, believable 3- dimensional spaces or places no matter their size. I wanted to look into how a set is perceived by the audience, or those working on the film and question how or when does that perception change, from a space into a meaningful place. I intend to investigate whether that change occurs once the set is built, when actors occupy the space or only after the film is edited and viewed in cinemas on a flat 2- dimensional screen. My key words will be considered in terms of their contribution to making a space a place. This all leads to my dissertation question of ‘To what extent does perspective, scale and façade allow a set, built within the space of a film studio, to contribute to creating a believable but fictional 3- dimensional place?’
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