
A CRITICAL AND TECHNICAL GLOSSARY OF THE CINEMA 

adapted from the companion website to R. Barsam, Looking at Movies (Norton, 2003) 
<http://www.wwnorton.com/college/film/movies/welcome.asp> 

 

 

Aerial View: Also known as a bird’s eye 

view; an omniscient-point-of-view shot that 

is taken from an aircraft or extremely high 

crane and implies the observer’s 

omniscience. 

 

Alienation Effect: also known as distancing 

effect; a psychological distance between 

audience and stage that, according to 

playwright Bertolt Brecht, every aspect of a 

theatrical production should strive for by 

limiting the audience’s identification with 

characters and events.  

 

Ambient Sound: sound that emanates from 

the ambience (or background) of the setting 

or environment being filmed, either recorded 

during production of added during 

postproduction. While it may incorporate 

other types of film sound—dialogue, 

narration, sound effects, Foley sounds, and 

music—it does not include any 

unintentionally recorded noise made during 

production. 

 

Antirealism: a treatment that is against or 

the opposite of realism. However, realism 

and antirealism and not strictly opposed 

polarities. 

 

Cinematic conventions: accepted systems, 

methods or customs by which movies 

communicate; they are flexible, not “rules.” 

 

Cinematic Time: the imaginary time in 

which a movie’s images appear or its 

narrative occurs; time that has been 

manipulated through editing; one aspect of 

duration (the other is real time). 

 

Close-up: sometimes designated CU; a shot 

that often shows a part of the body filling 

the frame- traditionally a face, but possibly a 

hand, eye, or mouth. 

 

Coherence: logical or aesthetic consistency 

within a movie; the organization of all the 

basic elements of cinematic form into a 

harmonious or credible whole. 

 

Composition: the process of visualizing and 

putting visualization plans into practice; 

more precisely, the organization, 

distribution, balance and general 

relationship of stationary objects and 

figures, as well as of light, shade, line, and 

color within a frame. 

 

Continuity editing: sometimes called 

classical editing, and now the dominant style 

of editing throughout the world (the other 

style is discontinuity editing). It seeks to 

achieve logic, smoothness, sequentiality, 

and the temporal and spatial orientation of 

viewers to what they see on the screen; 

ensures the flow from shot to shot; creates 

rhythm based on the relationship between 

cinematic space and cinematic time; creates 

filmic unity (beginning, middle, end); 

establishes and resolves a problem; in short, 

tells a story as clearly and coherently as 

possible. 

 

Crane Shot: movement of a camera 

mounted on an elevated arm that, in turn, is 

mounted on a vehicle capable of moving on 

its own power. A crane may also be 

mounted on a vehicle that can be pushed 

along tracks. 

 

Cut: a direct change from one shot to 

another; i.e., the precise point at which shot 

A ends and shot B begins; one result of 

editing. 
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Cutting: also known as splicing; the actual 

joining together of two shots. The editor 

must first cut each shot from its perspective 

roll of film before gluing or taping all the 

shots together. 

 

Dialectical montage: also known as 

intellectual montage, a form of editing 

(often discontinuous) pioneered by Soviet 

film theorist and filmmaker Sergei 

Eisenstein, in which shots “collide” or 

noticeably conflict with one another. 

 

Direct point of view: one of the two main 

categories of subjective point of view (the 

other is indirect). It occurs when a character 

is in the frame and we see directly what he 

or she sees; this preserves time and space 

and creates a greater sense of verisimilitude.  

 

Discontinuity editing: also known as 

constructive or nonlinear editing; less 

widely used than continuity editing; often 

but not exclusively in experimental films. 

This style joins shot A and shot B to 

produce an effect or meaning not even 

hinted at by either shot alone. 

 

Dissolve: also known as lap dissolve; a 

transitional device in which shot B, 

superimposed, gradually appears over shot 

A and begins to replace it at midpoint in the 

transitional process. It usually indicates the 

passing of time. 

 

Dramatic irony: an effect felt when the 

audience learns something before the 

characters on the screen do. 

 

Dutch angle: also known as Dutch tilt or 

oblique angle; one of the five basic camera 

angles (the others are eye level, low level, 

high angle, and aerial view). In a Dutch-

angle shot, the camera is tilted from its 

normal horizontal and vertical position so 

that it’s no longer straight, giving the viewer 

the impression that the world in the frame is 

out of balance. 

 

Establishing shot: a shot that ordinarily 

begins a sequence of shots by showing the 

location of ensuing action. While usually a 

long shot, it may also be a medium shot, or a 

close-up that includes some sign or other 

cue to identify the location. It is also called a 

master or cover shot because the editor can 

repeat it later in the film to remind the 

audience of the location, thus “covering” the 

director by avoiding the need to reshoot. 

 

Exposition: the images, action, and 

dialogue necessary to give the audience the 

background of the characters and the nature 

of the situation they are in, laying the 

foundation for the storytelling. 

 

Extreme close-up: sometimes designated 

ECU; a very close shot of some detail, such 

as a person’s eye, a ring on a finger, or a 

watch face. 

 

Extreme long shot: sometimes designated 

ELS; a shot that places the human figure far 

away from the camera, thus revealing much 

of the landscape. 

 

Eye level: one of the five basic camera 

angles. An eye-level shot is made from the 

observer’s eye level and usually implies 

neutrality with respect to the camera’s 

attitude toward the subject being 

photographed. 

 

Eyeline-match cut: this type of match cut 

joins shot A, a point-of-view shot of a 

person looking offscreen in one direction, 

and shot B, the person or object at which he 

or she is looking. 

 

Fade-in and fade-out: transitional devices 

in which a shot made on black-and white 

film fades in from a black field (on color 
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film, from a color field) or fades out to a 

black field (or to a color field). Do not 

confuse a fade with a dissolve. 

 

Flashback: a device for presenting or 

reawakening the memory of the camera, a 

character, the audience, or all three; a cut 

from the narrative present to a past event, 

which may or may not have already 

appeared in the movie either directly or 

through inference. 

 

Flashforward: a device for presenting the 

anticipation of the camera, a character, the 

audience, or all three; a cut from the 

narrative present to a future time, one in 

which, for example, the omniscient camera 

reveals directly or a character imagines, 

from his or her point of view, what is going 

to happen. 

 

Freeze frame: also know as stop frame and 

hold frame; a still image within a movie 

created by repetitive printing in the 

laboratory of the same frame so that it can 

be seen without movement for whatever 

length of time the filmmaker desires. 

 

Genre: the categorization of fiction films by 

form, content, or both. Genres include 

musical, comedy, biography, western, and 

so on. 

  

Group point-of-view shot: a shot which 

shows us what a group of characters would 

see, but at the group’s level, not from the 

much higher omniscient point of view; see 

also single character’s point-of-view shot. 

 

High angle: one of the five basic camera 

angles (the others are eye level, low angle, 

Dutch angle, and aerial view). A high-angle 

shot (or downward-angle shot) is made with 

the camera above the action and typically 

implies the observer’s sense of superiority to 

the subject being photographed. 

High-key lighting: lighting that produces an 

image with very little contrast between the 

darks and the lights. Its even, flat 

illumination expresses opinions about the 

subject being photographed. Its opposite is 

lo-key lighting. 

 

Hubs: major events in a plot; branching 

points in the plot structure that force 

characters to choose between or among 

alternate paths. 

 

Intertitles: brief texts that appear onscreen 

within the body of the film. 

 

Iris: a circular cutout made with a mask that 

creates a frame within the frame. 

 

Iris-in and iris-out: optical wipe effects in 

which the wipe line is a circle; named after 

the iris diaphragm, which controls the 

amount of light passing through a camera 

lens. The iris-in begins with a small circle, 

which expands to a partial or full image; the 

iris-out is the reverse. 

 

Jump cut: the removal of a portion of a 

film, resulting in an instantaneous advance 

in the action—a sudden, perhaps illogical, 

often disorienting ellipsis between two 

shots. 

 

Long shot: sometimes designated LS; a shot 

that shows the full human body, usually 

filling the frame, and some of its 

surroundings. 

 

Long take: sometimes called a sequence 

shot; a shot that can run anywhere from one 

minute to ten minutes. The average shot runs 

ten seconds. 

 

Low angle: also known as upward angle; 

one of the five basic camera angles (the 

others are eye level, high angle, Dutch 

angle, and aerial view). A low-angle shot is 
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made with the camera below the action and 

typically places the observer in a position of 

inferiority. 

 

Medium shot: often designated MS; a shot 

showing the human body, usually from the 

waist up. 

 

Method acting: also known as the method; 

a naturalistic acting style, loosely adapted 

from the ideas of Russian director 

Konstantin Stanislavsky by American 

directors Elia Kazan and Lee Strasberg, that 

encourages actors to speak, move, and 

gesture not in a traditional stage manner but 

in the same way they would in their own 

lives. Thus it is an ideal technique for 

representing convincing human behavior on 

the stage and on the screen. 

 

Montage: (1) in France, the word for editing 

from the verb monter, “to assemble or put 

together”; (2) in the former Soviet Union in 

the 1920s, the various forms of editing that 

expressed ideas developed by theorists and 

filmmakers such as Sergei Eisenstein; (3) in 

Hollywood, beginning in the 1930s, a 

sequence of shots, often with 

superimpositions and optical effects, 

showing a condensed series of events. 

 

Omniscient point of view: the most basic 

and most common point of view. 

Omniscient means that the camera has 

complete or unlimited perception of what 

the cinematographer chooses for it to see 

and hear; this POV shows what the camera 

sees, typically from a high angle. 

 

180-degree system: also known as the 180-

degree rule, the axis of action, and the center 

line; the fundamental means by which 

filmmakers maintain consistent screen 

direction, orienting the viewer and ensuring 

a sense of the cinematic space in which the 

action occurs. The system assumes three 

things: the action within a scene will always 

advance along a straight line, either from left 

to right or right to left of the frame; the 

camera will remain consistently on the one 

side of that action; and everyone on the 

production set will understand and adhere to 

this system. 

 

Pan shot: the horizontal movement of a 

camera mounted on the gyroscopic head of a 

stationary tripod; like the tilt shot, a simple 

movement with dynamic possibilities for 

creating meaning. 

 

Parallel editing: also called cross-cutting; 

the intercutting of two or more lines of 

action that occur simultaneously, a very 

familiar convention in chase or rescue 

sequences. 

 

Persistence of vision: the process by which 

the human brain retains an image for a 

fraction of a second longer than the eye 

records it, as a result we see a smooth flow 

of images.  

 

Plot: a structure for presenting everything 

we see and hear in a film, with an emphasis 

on causality, consisting of two factors: (1) 

the arrangement of the diegetic events in a 

certain order or structure and (2) added 

nondiegetic material. See diegesis and 

nondiegetic elements.  

 

Plot duration: the elapsed time of those 

events within a story that a film chooses to 

tell; one of three parts of a film’s overall 

duration (the other two are story duration 

and screen duration). 

 

Point of view: abbreviated as POV; the 

position from which a film presents the 

actions of the story; not only the relation of 

the narrator(s) to the story but also the 

camera’s act of seeing and hearing. The two 

fundamental types of cinematic point of 
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view are omniscient and subjective (or 

restricted), which can be either direct or 

indirect.  

 

Point-of-view editing: the joining together 

of point-of-view shot with a match cut 

(specifically a match-on-action cut) to show, 

in the first shot, a character looking and, in 

the second, what he or she is looking at. 

 

Production values: the amount of human 

and physical resources devoted to the image; 

including the style of its lighting helps 

determine the overall style of a film. 

 

Realism: an interest in or concern for the 

actual or real; a tendency to view or 

represent things as they really are. Compare 

antirealism and fantasy. 

 

Real time: time that is continuous, as in life; 

one aspect of duration (the other is 

cinematic time). Many directors use real 

time within films to create uninterrupted 

“reality” on the screen—denoted by a direct 

correspondence of screen duration to story 

duration—but they rarely use it for entire 

films. See also stretch relationship and 

summary relationship. 

 

Round characters: one of two types of 

characters (the other is flat); these are three-

dimensional, unpredictable, complex, and 

capable of surprising us in a convincing 

way. They may be major or minor 

characters. 

 

Scene: a complete unit of plot action 

incorporating one or more shots; the setting 

of that action. 

 

Sequence: a series of edited shots 

characterized by inherent unity of theme and 

purpose.  

 

Shooting angle: the level and height of the 

camera in relation to the subject being 

photographed. The five basic camera angles 

are eye level, high angle, low angle, Dutch 

angle, and aerial view. 

 

Shot: one uninterrupted run of the camera. It 

can be as short or as long as the director 

wants, but it cannot exceed the length of the 

film stock in the camera. 

 

Shot/reverse shot: one of the most 

prevalent and familiar of all editing patterns, 

which parallel edits (cross-cuts) between 

shots of different characters, usually in a 

conversation or confrontation. When used in 

continuity editing, the shots are typically 

framed over each character’s shoulders to 

preserve screen direction. 

 

Single character’s point-of-view shot: a 

shot made with the camera close to the line 

of sight of a character (or animal or 

surveillance camera), showing what that 

person would be seeing of the action; see 

also omniscient point-of-view shot and 

group point-of-view shot. 

 

Slow disclosure: an edited succession of 

images that lead from A to B to C as they 

gradually reveal the elements of a scene. 

Each image sheds light on the one before, 

thereby changing its significance with new 

information. 

 

Stanislavsky system: A system of acting 

developed by Russian theater director 

Konstantin Stanislavsky in the late 

nineteenth century, which encourages 

students to strive for realism, both social and 

psychological, and to bring their past 

experiences and emotions to their roles. It 

influenced the development of method 

acting in the United States. 
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Tilt shot: the vertical movement of a camera 

mounted on the gyroscopic head of a 

stationary tripod. Like the pan shot, it is a 

simple movement with dynamic possibilities 

for creating meaning. 

 

Tracking shot: smooth camera movement, 

with the action (alongside, above, beneath, 

behind, or ahead of it), when the camera is 

mounted on a set of tracks, a dolly, a crane, 

or an aerial device, such as an airplane, 

helicopter, or balloon.  

 

Verisimilitude: a convincing appearance of 

truth; movies are verisimilar when they 

convince you that things on the screen—

people, places, whatever, no matter how 

fantastic or antirealistic—are “really there.”  

 

Wipe: a transitional device in which shot B 

wipes across shot A, either vertically or 

horizontally, to replace it. Although (or 

because) the device reminds us of early eras 

in filmmaking, directors continue to use it. 


