TRTR 5003 / 6002 – Religion in Film

2.
Reading a Film 

Some knowledge of the technicalities of film-making and of the theory of Film Studies is necessary in order to proceed with a discussion about Religion in Film. These points are raised because they assist us in reading the film. Before we highlight them, we should raise one issue, namely whether or not it is appropriate to use the verb to read in association with a film. It helps us to understand that there is a text to be studied in the sense that a film has its own integrity as the result of the contribution made by the production team. It also helps us to see that watching a film is not a passive exercise but involves the audience in processes of recognition and of interpretation. On the other hand, it suggests that the process is the same as reading any other text such as literature, whereas Film Studies commentators have sought to emphasize the uniqueness of the experience of observing and interpreting a film.

Either way, it is important to keep these two aspects in mind: the film delivers a narrative, a plot, a characterization, a particular cinematography, music selection and so on, but it can never be certain that it achieves what it sets out to achieve because it is received by a viewer who also interprets it. 

The suspension of disbelief and the creation of illusory reality.

Convention

Genre

Character

Mise-en-scene

From the French – ‘having been put into the scene’. This phrase refers to the situation that has been set up prior to filming. 

Summary of Classical Hollywood Style by Brian Baker

(in Eric S. Christianson, Peter Francis and William R. Telford (eds), Cinéma Divinité: Religion, Theology and the Bible in Film (London: SCM, 2005), p.46).
· The use of the ‘180 degrees line’: an imaginary line drawn through a set. The actors stay on one side, the cameras on the other. This ensures that the background remains constant and hides the fact that on film sets, the room is fabricated and open, i.e. there is no fourth wall.

· There is continuity of direction: if a character walks left to right across the screen, in the next shot s/he will enter from the left and move to the right.

· Individual characters and their personal actions and choices determine the narrative.

· Motivation for action is as clear and as complete as possible.

· Time is subordinate to these events of personal importance. The plot will order the story to present the character-driven causes and effects most clearly.

· There is a strong tendency to avoid subjective effects, and to maintain the illusion of ‘objective’ reality.

· There will be strong closure and resolution to a narrative. Avoidance, wherever possible, or ‘loose ends’.

Mise-en-scene includes:

1. Setting and set design. 

2. Props. 

3. Costume. 

4. Lighting. 

Mise-en-shot

The actual process of filming, which in reality is an aspect of mise-en-scene. It is helpful to make the separation, and a number of aspects are important.

1. Camera position.

2. Camera movement.

3. Duration of the shot.

Performance of actors

Sound

1. Diegetic sound (External and Internal)

2. Non-diegetic sound.

Narrative and narration
Tzvetan Todorov - beginning (stable equilibrium) – Middle (disruption) – End (restoration). 
Narration –restricted or omniscient 

Gender criticism

Laura Mulvey published an article entitled ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ in the magazine Screen in 1975. This was a highly influential, feminist and psycho-analytical approach to film criticism which concentrated on the gaze or the one who looks. 

She suggested that there are three ‘looks’

1. That of the camera towards that which is being filmed

2. That of the audience towards the screen when watching the film

3. That of the characters within the film towards each other.

In each instance, the male position is dominant, and the ‘gaze’ therefore establishes power relations with the male as dominant.
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