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Introduction 

How I have combined Criminology & Film

How does the cinema audience experience reality through language-communication and imagery?  Film is dynamic. It is usually based on various aspects of life in the real world and often reflects particularly concerning current trends and events. Consciously and deliberately, it feeds into these and delivers thought-provoking ideas to the audience. Whether or not it’s a movie or a television show, film offers a highly selective experience of reality. Stories about crimes are entertaining and have the ability to create and shape themselves around realities of social meaning and highlight related differences. When channeled through the ever-increasing range of developments in the medium of film, they represent intriguing, challenging and often awe-inspiring experiences to the viewing public.  

Arguably, at the top of the list of cinema favourites are movies which cast new light on the origins, development and consequences of criminality. It seems that the more unusual and barbaric the perpetrator(s) and the crime(s), the more powerful the hold on the public imagination becomes. Not surprisingly, therefore, well-drawn, peculiar and deeply psychotic characters such as ‘Buffalo Bill’ and Hannibal Lecter in Thomas Harris’s brilliantly-constructed novel, The Silence of the Lambs, transferred tremendously well to the screen in Jonathan Demme’s film adaptation – thanks to magnificently quirky performances by Ted Levine and Anthony Hopkins. Their acting genius helped convince viewers that such characters may actually exist, whereas the laughable personality and antics of dream-demon, Freddie Krueger of the ‘Nightmare On Elm Street” series, might not.

Criminology illuminates the power of images in the shaping of crime into social constructions. Through my research into criminological and media practices, I have learned that, in the past few decades, even notable criminologists have increased significantly their willingness to study film representations of crime within the broad thriller genres, films of action, westerns and film noir.  It is becoming increasingly clear to me, that popular cinema is one of the primary sources through which people, in general, get their ideas about the nature of crime. But as Russell Durrant has noted (Durrant, 2013), there is an abundance of very unusual recorded crimes which seem stranger than any fiction. I have begun researching some of them in order to create my own primary criminal

At the heart of my search is my concern for the state of Western society. Representations of crime in films shape one’s ideas about public policy and conduct, helping formulate them for future generations.  So, there are often moral and ethical matters to be taken into account. 

As a curious filmmaker, I like to focus mainly on the immediate challenges of cinematography and how best to communicate the potential appeal of the story. I have always found most interesting how members of the audience are introduced to, and gradually become aware of, the victims and perpetrators of crimes, how relevant emotions are brought to the foreground, how action manipulates viewers into reacting in certain ways and the manner in which the plot gives insight about how values and emotional contexts shape criminal behaviour. Also, I feel that I have more freedom and perhaps greater responsibility than other more formal human rights organisations to question the conduct of authority.  With all this in mind, I propose wherever possible to consult specialists and experts in as many areas of criminology as I possibly can.  By so doing, I hope to avoid criticism that is sometimes aimed at film-makers that the character and conduct of their villains are not realistic or credible and that, in fact, they deserve ridicule.

Background 

I have always been captivated by crime drama. In one form or another, it seems to be the most enduring and most popular cinematic genre. It engages space for debates about criminality, gender, race and social and cultural values. In this dissertation, I want to explore a wide range of ideas. I will be discussing how I am going to attract and sustain the interest of the audience. I have already begun researching beyond the mythology of how I should portray the crime genre in my film. I will be studying in depth the rules and procedures of dealing with crime under the British judicial system and hopefully interviewing relevant people within government: actively-involved criminologists, psychologist and psychiatrists, for example. I’ll be asking for their opinions about how serious crime is portrayed in a film and the impact this has on social life in this country. 

However, writing a realistic account of crime requires other substantial and careful research. There is a big difference between knowing what you are talking about and researching enough material to imagine a story and create a script.  I have read many fiction and non-fiction crime books and watched television shows focusing on crime drama. Amongst these are dramas focusing on the involvement of police in such serious crimes as murder, abuse of the law, human-trafficking, grand larceny (major theft) etc. and that’s when I began to look more deeply into criminology, which I am concentrating on for my dissertation proposal. Also, I have looked at dramas which focus on the work of other crime-solving professionals, such as the protagonists in “Silent Witness” and “The Mentalist”, and perhaps more importantly, those focusing on the lives of well-known individual detectives - Columbo, Sherlock Homes and Miss Marple.  

But although I have some knowledge of criminology, undertaking primal procedure is not easy because it contains lots of narrative details and, to conceive and develop a character, I need to be creating events, relationships, locations, beliefs etc. 

As Tim Newburn points out, “Biological, psychological, sociological and political approaches are all used in criminology and might also be used to help explain our fascination with crime.” This information offers a firm springboard for character-construction.


So, in this dissertation, I intend to focus mainly upon the psychological aspects of protagonist-creation. While it may be crucial to introduce him or her immediately, this is not to say that the crime has to begin the story chronologically, even though according to successful Canadian crime author, Louise Penny, it should be the first event a reader encounters: “Place the body near the beginning of your book - preferably on the first page, perhaps the first sentence.”

Although this is only one effective narrative method amongst many possibilities, she (as well as other theorists) has given me much food for thought. Moreover, the free spirit in me normally rejects the conventional approach, so I will be looking for at least some sense of newness in the way I present my narrative. Nevertheless, using some conventional vocabulary will be inevitable.  

Key words and phrases 

· Criminal psychology
· Mental disorder and crime 
· Psychopath
· Sociopath
· Child-killer

In my story, I will be creating at least one highly dramatic murder by someone suffering from a serious mental illness. This may well occur at the beginning of the story, though I am currently thinking hard about how to draw in the audience without giving a climactic moment too early on.  First, I will be researching precise details of some obvious optional mental disorders - psychopathy, sociopathy, borderline personality disorder and paranoid schizophrenia - and also the relationships between these mental disorders and violent crime. To improve my understanding, I have been watching documentaries and movies about famous murderers such as Aileen Wuornos, Ted Bundy and John Wayne Gacey; surfing the internet; with permission, researching protected crime files and reading about various means of investigation and identification of perpetrators from police departments world-wide. 

Creating the murder mystery

At the moment, I am considering several scenarios. To get further inspiration, I’m taking long walks and carrying a note-book, jotting down anything of interest in terms of my environment, the people I see, the things I feel. The questions I’m asking are typical of those connected to the genre – Who is killed? Where? When? Why? How?  Will there be just one murder or a series?  Which abnormality will my killer be suffering from?  What will be the effects of this criminal activity on those investigating?

Whatever I decide upon in terms of plotting, I will have to be careful how I handle the destinies of my characters because audiences will probably be resentful if I kill off their favourites before they have had an opportunity to respond to them in any meaningful way.  Bearing in mind what Louise Penny said - though I don’t really want to follow her exactly - I need my opening scene to be gripping and vital. Perhaps I will open the scene through the eyes of the hero, giving a sense of his work as we see him arriving in a town-centre, suggesting an everyday hero as he/she is the protagonist and certain events will soon send him or her off in a certain direction. Also, an external action unconnected to the main storyline could be introduced to provide early intrigue for the audience, such as a sudden and unexpected daylight-robbery or what seems a terrible accident - anything that does not involve or include the hero or heroine. The central crime doesn’t have to be a murder. I want to give my criminals unique reasons for them to be criminals. A killer rarely kills simply because he or she feels like it or because they are mad. There is nearly always a deeper reason. I am aware that I need to create certain conflicts in my story and good reasons why criminals are what they are. I would like there to be a lack of awareness within the criminal – complete ignorance of the fact that he or she is doing wrong. I want my hero or my protagonist to be as strong as the opponents he/she is up against. I need to create an enemy. In my story, it will be Time. 

My subject 

The project I am working on is called ‘24 Hours’.

In formulating this short, realistic and widely-appealing film, I have been inspired by several works like those mentioned above and was motivated particularly by a dark thriller called “The Thirst” by Jo Nesbo. And for my own idea, the movie that came repeatedly to mind was “Taken 3”, directed by Olivier Megaton and starring Liam Neeson as the main character, Bryan Mills. What I loved about this movie was that the narrative of the characters closely resembled that of Nesbo’s book.   

Outline of my plot

A brilliant detective is busy investigating a disturbing homicide when he gets horrific news about the kidnap of his daughter. He discovers he has only twenty-four hours to find her and ultimately that the homicide and her abduction are linked. Law-enforcers and the perpetrators try everything to stop him. 

For the creation of this film, I had to keep to my chosen Procedural Drama narrative-style in accordance with conventions of television crime-drama.  

Cinematic Codes 

Incorporating technical codes is vital and depends on what sort of narrative one wishes to achieve. I’ll be looking carefully at how best to select camera-shots, angles, lighting etc.. I want to include long shots, medium shots, close-ups and an extreme close-up in a certain action scene. Also, at the moment, I’m developing the mise-en-scene of this film: costumes, make up, setting (location) and props.  Signatures will be included. Music, such as Bernard Herrmann’s jazz score reflecting the troubled isolation of Travis Bickle in “Taxi Driver” and specific sounds, such as the mournful and escalating discord signalling the presence of the Great White shark in “Jaws” have inspired me. These will compliment  specific, highly-personalised camera-angle shots, used very effectively in films like “PeepingTom”.

All of these features will gradually embed themselves deep into the narrative and peak in the conclusions to the storylines. The characters will be made accessible to the audience in order to be relatable, and all of them will have a sense of realisation by the end of the film or television series. What attracted me to doing this was the realistic medium of a journey. The props used are highly realistic and relevant: alcohol, guns, drugs, knives, mobile phones etc.. I researched this information by watching films and television series on the BBC or on Netflix: “Happy Valley”, a BAFTA – Award winner and Season Four of “The Bridge”. Others similar to the genre are “Silk”, “The Killing”, “Seven Seconds” and “Cold Case”. All fall within the procedural drama genre. But just as important as the storyline and the cinematography are the characters.  

When creating the characters - in this case, designing my character - I’m looking to include a number of perspectives: how other characters see them and what they say about them, who they perceive they are or who they are actually perceived to be.  By approaching characterization in this way, in these cases perspectives can signify different things and the subject-matter potentially may be conveyed as being heavily dependent upon the justifications one makes to oneself. I want to leave the audience thinking and having that moment of realisation about what they perceived about characters during the whole film. 

Colour and cinematography 

I am looking at David Fincher for Color Pallete in film, as color in film can create harmony or tension within a scene. I want to make sure of paying attention to a key theme; I want the colours to bring out psychological reactions within the audience, draw focus onto significant details and set the right tones. I want also, when changing the arcs in the story, to experiment with how colours can represent character-traits.  I will be focusing on getting the right hues and saturation along with their value(s), the intensity, darkness or lightness of colour(s). I’ll be using the analogous colours, monochromatic with transitional colours for details in my characters including those of complementary colours.

Hopefully, my careful preparation will pay off.
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