
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			“This book provides the aspiring director with a clear and concise approach to shooting his first feature. As a gifted filmmaker and teacher Bartesaghi knows the shortcuts and how to avoid the pitfalls. His book reveals a clear path to making the film you envision in terms that are easily understandable and often profound.”

				—Stuart Gordon, director and writer, Re-Animator and Masters of Horror

			“Simone Bartesaghi’s sensuous approach to filmmaking is both revolutionary and simple. Why no one has focused on filmmaking like this before is beyond me. Let your senses do the exploring.”

				—Matthew Terry, screenwriter, filmmaker, teacher

			“Finally a book that pulls it all together and enhances our understanding and enriches our appreciation to the deepest levels. Then Bartesaghi’s book empowers us with all the cinematic elements. Compact, helpful, and completely inspiring. So much in such a little book.”

				—Dave Watson, editor, Movies Matter

			“Simone Bartesaghi uses simple analogies to teach new filmmakers how to view and initiate the process of making a movie. He suggests ways for you to think, from start to finish, so you don’t get jammed up in the middle of making your picture. He gives outstanding examples using popular films most of us have already seen. If you’re new to directing movies put this book on your must-read list. If you are a veteran director there just may be some little jewels for you in these pages. Become a better director now, grab this book and a comfy chair — you’ll not be disappointed.”

				—Forris Day Jr., reviewer for www.scaredstiffreviews.com; host of Coffee Shop Conversations podcast

			“Simone Bartesaghi has compiled a wonderfully insightful and practical way to look at the art of directing for film. Just as it is important for a filmmaker to communicate clearly their intentions to their crew, cast, and ultimately an audience, he has given young filmmakers and old filmmakers a way to look at ‘the work.’”

				—Charles Kanganis, filmmaker and educator, DGA/WGA/SAG-AFTRA

			“Bartesaghi’s book is an excellent study in the director as storyteller, giving plenty of examples of the variety of approaches a director takes toward a film.”

				—Tom Farr, writer, WhisperProject.net

			“There are many books about how to think like a director. The Director’s Six Senses helps you to see, hear, and feel like a director. Simone Bartesaghi combines scene analysis with creative assignments to help readers develop the specific skills necessary to perceive and communicate effectively as a director.”

				—Jon Barr, Assistant Professor, Department of Theatre and Digital Filmmaking, Eastern New Mexico University

			“Simone Bartesaghi has produced a book about directing that’s first-rate. The Director’s Six Senses illuminates the director’s process with uncanny clarity. For anyone who wants to direct, this book’s a must.”

				—Linda Cowgill, screenwriter, author of the best sellers Writing Short Films, The Art of Plotting, and Secrets of Screenplay Structure

			“In his new book, Simone Bartesaghi laces his perspectives on directing with rich insights and a very idiosyncratic approach to the art of visual storytelling. The emerging director will be inspired and motivated to grow his craft as a result of reading this book.”

				—Ariel Levy, production manager, The Man with the Iron Mask, The Spy Who Loved Me

			“I love that Simone talks about the ‘senses’ of directing. These are the ‘real’ things a director must think about. Most importantly Simone talks about feelings—this is ultimately what an audience does when watching a movie—they feel. Even an intellectual movie is felt first. As a production designer I have worked with many directors and know that those who have a sense of how their movie feels have the best chance of getting their ideas across not only to the audience but to their crew as well. This is an excellent book; a beautiful approach to the art of directing.”

				—Barbara Dunphy, production designer, The Man Without a Face (directed by Mel Gibson) and Head of the Production Design department at the Los Angeles Film School

			“Written with the wit, energy, and insight of a filmmaker who has clearly been in the trenches, The Director’s Six Senses is both a great teaching tool and a life-affirming reminder of why movies help us achieve a state of flow like no other medium. Bartesaghi offers creative advice and ingenious how-to skills to help the artist blossom in film directors at any stage of their careers.”

				—Salvador Carrasco, film director, The Other Conquest and Head of Santa Monica College Film Program

			“Easy, fast, and distinctive as the sound of the hummingbird’s rapid wings or the smell of fresh homemade apple pie, The Director’s Six Senses shows us how to transmit our exact message to the viewers.” 

				—Marcela Toledo, journalist, writer, editor, producer, translator
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			Introduction

			There are no shortcuts.

			There are no radioactive spiders.

			There is lots of work to do.

			I  bet a question has been circulating through your brain since you picked this book up: Why another book on directing?

			Here it is, my honest answer: when I started directing, I read lots of books that offered wonderful suggestions about how to choose a script, how to create a breakdown, how to work with actors, how to communicate with crew, etc. But I couldn’t find a book to guide me through the transition from being a “civilian” to being a “director.”

			“Director” is not a description of what you do; it is something you become. You are a director 24/7. You should always have your “director’s senses” alert.

			You read it right, director senses like “Spider-Sense.” You never know which image, theme, or sentence will inspire you today and help you on the set tomorrow.

			This book’s objective is to provide a hands-on approach to the first steps a serious filmmaker must take, so that you will be ready to tell the story you want to tell.

			First of all, something to clarify.

			A director is a storyteller. No more, no less. We must start with pure and simple storytelling. No camera yet, not even pen and paper.

			However your story starts, with a “Once upon a time” or “In a galaxy far far away,” whether it’s a story you’ve come up with or real events that happen to you, we all do it the same way.

			We tell our stories by selecting words that our audience can understand. We try very hard to make sure that the story that begins in our mind will eventually become the same story in our audience’s mind. When two people from different countries meet, if they keep speaking their own languages, they won’t be able to communicate. The communication part — it’s the key. This is why a good director chooses carefully the images and the sounds that are going to tell his story. Shooting a movie is like breaking down an image into pieces for a puzzle. The puzzle is then assembled by the editor and the director with the intent to maintain the integrity of the original story. When the movie is watched by the audience, it’s experienced again piece by piece, shot by shot, sound by sound, and it’s important that the pieces of the puzzle are going to be put together with the same meaning by the audience.

			There are people who are gifted at crafting fascinating stories; they are able to engage the audience with precise words and intonation while avoiding dull moments and irrelevant details.

			You might be thinking, I’ve never been good at telling stories, so I’ll never be a good director. Here’s the great news. When you stand in front of an audience and tell a story with your voice, you may be shy and self-conscious but that doesn’t apply to moviemaking. You won’t perform your movie in front of every audience, right?

			And now a warning. If you want to be a director to become rich, save your time and your money; become a lawyer, a doctor, or a plumber. Directing doesn’t easily lead to fortune and glory. Most of the time, even when everybody applauds, you still feel disappointed because what you’ve achieved is just a pallid reproduction of what was in your mind.

			Becoming a director takes hard work, research, and faithful commitment to your dreams and inspirations.

			But if somewhere deep inside, you have a fire for storytelling that won’t stop sparkling, then this is the book for you. I’ll show you how to feed that fire and make sure that you won’t have to work for the rest of your life. After all, we don’t call it “work” when we would be willing to pay to do it, right?

			And now a disclaimer.

			In the preface of his book Making Movies, Sidney Lumet talks about an interesting conversation he had with Akira Kurosawa about a certain shot he used in his movie Ran (1985). The great Japanese director explained his frame choice by saying “one inch to the left, the Sony factory would be sitting there” and “an inch to the right, we would see the airport, neither of which belonged in a period piece.”

			You never know the real reason why a frame was chosen. Whether there are budget requirements or geographical constraints, a good and well-prepared director will always be able to turn compromises into opportunities.

			That’s why my analysis and observations are based solely on my reactions as an audience member. I analyze how I feel while watching a movie and then I try to understand how the filmmaker was able to elicit those emotions in me.

			Assignment

			Write down what happened to you today as if you’re talking to a friend. Don’t think, just write. Then read it and take notes about which part of the day you skipped and why, which words you used most often and what seemed most interesting. This is important, because storytelling is the basis for the director’s work. We choose the words to tell our stories the same way we choose images to convey the narratives in our movies.

			Images are a powerful tool because they break language barriers. The image is the same no matter where you come from.

			After all there is only one language that everybody understands: the language of images.

			• • •

			This book contains many visual references and in order to make it even richer, you’ll be able to find most of the scenes and new, updated resources on my Web site: www.sibamedia.com. From the home page select the link to Educational/The Director’s Six Senses. 

			Are you ready to go where ”we don’t need roads”?.

		

	

1.

			Sight

			Visual Storytelling
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Sight: 

			One of the five basic physical senses by which light stimuli received by the eye are interpreted by the brain and constructed into a representation of the position, shape, brightness, and usually color of objects in space. (Source: Wikipedia)

			Screen Rectangle

			When I decided to write this book, I wanted to rewatch all the scenes I planned to use as examples. I wanted to have fresh memories and not rely only on my recollection from when I saw those movies for the first time.

			What I underestimated was the power of those scenes: as soon as I started the DVDs, I was trapped in the movie and watched them until the end. That obviously slowed down my writing process.

			And then it struck me: Sir Alfred Hitchcock was right when he said: “In writing a screenplay, it is essential to separate clearly the dialogue from the visual elements and, whenever possible, to rely more on the visual than on the dialogue. Whichever way you choose to stage the action, your main concern is to hold the audience’s fullest attention. Summing it up, one might say that the screen rectangle must be charged with emotion.”1

			“The screen rectangle.” As director you’ll have to evaluate what’s happening in that space. Nothing else matters.

			The reasons for your framing, whether they are creative or compromises, or, as Sidney Lumet put it “budget requirements” or “divine inspiration,”2 don’t matter.

			When the audience sees your movie they’ll only see what’s in that rectangle. While you’re shooting, you’ll be distracted by many things that are happening around you, from issues of future locations to discussions about character motivation, from technical problems with the camera to creative dissonance with your production designer. All of these will compromise your ability to focus; they’ll be a daily distraction. But when the camera is rolling, you must be able to enter into your own zone and focus only on what the camera is capturing, right there, right in that moment. A new world is becoming alive for you, our world is in suspended animation waiting for the magic word. When you call the “cut,” our world prevails again with our frantic activities, our emotions, and our stories. But because the other world has been captured by the emulsions (the sensors nowadays), what happened is not lost. It’s immortalized.3

			“Charged”: what a great word. Not “filled,” not “loaded,” not “used,” but “charged.” It gives a sense of energy and power.

			“Emotion”: this is the pure essence of filmmaking. Every frame is about emotion. I like to think that it’s a two-way thing: the emotion we portray on the screen and the emotion that the screen is able to elicit in the audience.

			One might say, “Wait a second, if every frame must be ‘charged with emotion,’ what about the insert of a phone?”

			You are right, the phone doesn’t portray emotion, but in the context of the story, if the ability to pick up that phone means the difference between life and death for our protagonist… then even the insert of a phone is charged with emotion, right?

			One Frame, One Story

			The power of visual storytelling is the power of telling an entire story with one frame, one picture.

			Can you see the story behind Figure 1.1? Can you think of what happened before and what might happen next? Do you feel something for the people portrayed in this picture?

			[image: ]

			Figure 1.1. AP Photo/The Journal&Constitution, Louie Favorite

			This picture portrays Major Terri Goodman Gurrola as she greets her daughter after returning from a seven-month tour in Iraq.

			Now, let’s put on our director’s hat and pretend that this is a scene of a movie you are supposed to shoot. Here are some of the elements you need to consider and decisions you must make.

			First of all: Where are we?

			When I ask this question to my students, I usually have one overwhelmingly common answer: airport. Then I must ask, why? There are no airplanes, there are no signs or timetables. Why are we in an airport?

			Because all over the image there are visual clues that tell our brain this is an airport. Because the shiny floor, the people with luggage, and even the colors of the objects out of focus in the background belong to what we know to be an airport. Whether we have experienced them or we have just seen them in movies and documentaries, this is what an airport looks like to us.

			Now, imagine that as a hot-shot director the producer wants to give you whatever you want and you say, “For the return of the heroine at home I want to shut down a terminal at LAX because it will be epic and magic and…” and then you deliver this shot. Do you think your producer would be happy to have spent a few million dollars for this frame? It’s definitely beautiful and it’s charged with emotion but you don’t need an entire terminal, right? Hell, you don’t even need a real airport. You need a shiny floor, a few extras with luggage, and a colorful box of chocolate, and the magic is done.

			Yes, because one of the amazing things is that you can rely on what the audience already knows about the world they live in. You don’t have to reinvent the wheel every time. 

			Thanks to the fact that the audience of your story lives in this world, we can also assume that the woman’s wardrobe tells them that she is a soldier. And everybody will agree that from her behavior and body language she didn’t spend the last six months guarding a monument in Washington, DC. I think she’s been to hell and back, don’t you?

			In one frame an entire story has been captured. The tension in the woman’s hand; her closed eyes; and her whole body seems to have just collapsed to the ground. All those elements contribute to telling us this story.

			Even in terms of composition, the presence of the man in a suit walking behind her gives depth and reinforces the dynamism of the frame, a kinetic energy that moves from left to right.

			This frame has been definitely “charged with emotion.”

			There is one thing that we can say creates the whole story. The fulcrum of the picture is the facial expression (the performance, if you want) of our heroine. There is where the story starts. Everything surrounding it is information that reinforces that image.

			Figure 1.2 was taken by Oded Balilty and won the Pulitzer Prize for Breaking News Photography. The image shows a lone Jewish woman defying Israeli security forces as they remove illegal settlers in the West Bank.
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			Figure 1.2

			With this picture, I want you to focus on the composition and camera angle. If we apply the notorious “rule of third”4 to this picture (Figure 1.3), we understand immediately why it’s so powerful.
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			Figure 1.3

			We have different elements to analyze:

			
					more then two-thirds of the image pushing against one-third

					the contrast

					the low angle that prevents us from actually seeing the real number of law enforcers (from this angle it almost seems that even the people on top of the hill are pushing against the old woman)

			

			Once more, when you think about this image you can imagine what happened before and what is going to happen next.

			Here the story is the classic David versus Goliath. One woman against an army.

			Or is it?

			Here is the truth: the woman is actually fighting against one soldier, maybe two, but the others don’t even know she exists. In a split second this story is over; this is a story that existed only in this frame. Why?

			Because of the camera angle and the moment. If the camera weren’t in line with the shields, we wouldn’t have this perfect line of separation. If the camera were a little bit higher, we would have seen that the woman is pushing against one shield and there are many others behind her that won’t find any resistance because nobody is there.

			This story exists only in this frame because the camera angle and the composition create a reality that never existed.

			Let’s do one more little experiment with this picture. Let’s crop it. (Figure 1.4a and Figure 1.4b)
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			Figure 1.4 a&b- AP Photo/Oded Balilty

			Do you notice anything different? In Figure 1.4a we reframed the picture, giving more space to the woman, making her stronger. And if we flip the image, Figure 1.4b, we even convey the feeling that she is actually winning.

			Same situation, different framing, different story.

			That’s why I cannot agree with the famous statement “Photography is the truth. And the cinema is the truth twenty-four times a second.”5 As soon as I frame reality, I manipulate the perception of it and storytelling is always manipulation.

			As soon as you look at Figure 1.5,6 notice how your eyes are driven to one particular part of the frame: the face of the young man.
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			Figure 1.5

			It’s not because he is more attractive than others. The reason our eyes go to him right away is because it’s the only part of the frame that is in focus.

			Everything around him (in front and behind) is out of focus and our eyes can’t stand it. So we are driven directly to him. It doesn’t matter where the object or character is, we would have moved our attention right away to it/him.

			You might ask, How does the focus/out of focus change this story? It’s pretty simple.

			Right now the picture tells us the story of one person surrounded by a crowd. If the focus would be deeper giving us an image where all the faces were in focus, then the story would be about a crowd. Same shot, same angle, same performance, different focus, different story. (The manipulation of the focus is due to the use of a property of lenses called depth of field.)

			I want you to pay attention to this method because it’s a very powerful tool to drive the attention of the audience to the part of the frame that matters the most.

			Assignment

			Your assignment for this chapter is to start a collection of still pictures that tell stories and affect you emotionally. This is not an assignment that has an end. I suggest that, as a storyteller, you keep collecting images for the rest of your life. They’ll become your visual background and they’re going to inspire you and offer solutions to problems that you’ll encounter as a storyteller.

			Choose these images not only from movies, but also from magazines and especially from newspapers. As photographers who capture real events, photojournalists have a gift for getting the right moment. They rarely have second chances so they are great at framing events in a very intense way.

			Personally I prefer to have the pictures printed on paper so that, when the time comes, I can hang them on the wall of my office and use them as a guide through production. But if you prefer, you can create a folder on your computer and start to collect them there.

			Do not underestimate this part of the process. You never stop learning, so never stop studying.

			

			
				
					1  Hitchcock, by F. Truffaut (Simon & Schuster)

				

				
					2  Making Movies, by Sidney Lumet (Vintage)

				

				
					3  Impressions at 24 fps, by Simone Bartesaghi on the YouTube Channel SIBAMEDIA

				

				
					4  A quick search on YouTube will give you all the information about this fundamental rule for composition. If you want to know more check out The Filmmaker’s Eye by Gustavo Mercado (Focal Press).

				

				
					5  From the movie Le petit soldat directed by Jean-Luc Godard

				

				
					6  A fan in Times Square reacts to a play while watching the New York Yankees play the Philadelphia Phillies in Game 6 before going on to win the 2009 Major League Baseball World Series in New York, November 5, 2009. REUTERS/Lucas Jackson.

				

			

		

	

2.

			Touch

			Production Design
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Touch: 

			is a perception resulting from activation of neural receptors, generally in the skin including hair follicles, but also in the tongue, throat, and mucosa. A variety of pressure receptors respond to variations in pressure (firm, brushing, sustained, etc.). 
(Source: Wikipedia)

			Environmental Reflections

			A few weeks ago I went to see an apartment. While I was moving from one room to another I was mostly paying attention to the size of the place, if there was major damage, if the kitchen and the bathroom were in good shape, etc., until something changed my point of view. When I entered the second bedroom I immediately noticed “the board.”

			“The board” is a nickname for one of the most popular techniques in screenwriting. In the most classic version, it consists of placing a series of cards on a cork-board. Each card represents a scene (or sequence) and helps to give a bird’s-eye view of the entire project.

			This is a technical description of the board, but for screenwriters it also means a damn honest commitment to the story, serious work, and, mostly, sweat and blood.

			So, as soon as I noticed the board, my focus shifted and I started to notice immediately other details that were familiar.

			The kind of books that were on the shelves and the one on the desk, the color-coded 3×5 cards and the pile of scripts to read, the ergonomic chair and the little fridge under the table. Now even the details from the other rooms come back to my mind with a new meaning. A few inspiring magnets on the fridge; lots of DVDs, mostly in special editions; a big TV, way too big and sophisticated compared to the rest of the furniture. This is the place, this is where he or she spends most of his or her time. Suddenly I know that person, I don’t know who he or she is, but I know that we have a lot in common and I can already imagine an interesting conversation that we might have because I can see that on the desk he or she keeps Syd Field as a reference book while I use Blake Snyder’s Save the Cat!.

			I learned so much about the person, in just a few glances. I can sum it up with one sentence: our world reflects us, we reflect our world.

			The Outer World as a Reflection of Ourselves

			Next time you enter a store, or stop by your boss’s office, or get a lift from a friend, take a look around and try to understand how these people affect their world. It’s not only a matter of what they buy or wear; it’s also about how they take care of their personal environment.

			You’ll notice very quickly that their world is often a reflection of their identity. What they care about is often already there. It’s kind of our instinct to personalize (some might say contaminate) our world as much as we can. I don’t know if there is anybody who still remembers when computers used the “character interface” for which you didn’t have the freedom to personalize your desktop with your last vacation picture. Unfortunately (I’m that old) I do and I still remember how exhilarating it was when, for the first time, we were able to put our personal stamp on something that was, for a long time, the same for everybody.

			And this leads us to the second aspect. We personalize our world, we show our true selves unless… unless someone prevents us or we censor ourselves.

			The Outer World as a Deformed Expression of Our Selves

			Not only might there be office rules about clothing, but even more there are societal rules about how and what to show about our identity.

			We might self-censor certain kinds of hobbies or past events in our lives if we expect those who surround us may not appreciate it.

			A very famous Italian writer and Nobel Prize winner in Literature, Luigi Pirandello, wrote several masterpieces about the masks that society forces us to wear. In a particularly important novel, One, No One and One Hundred Thousand, the protagonist, Vitangelo, discovers by way of a completely irrelevant question from his wife, that everyone he knows, everyone he has ever met, has constructed a Vitangelo-persona in their own imagination and that none of these personas corresponds to the image of Vitangelo that he himself has constructed and believes himself to be. Therefore Vitangelo is one person for himself and, at the same time, one hundred thousand personas, each one created in the mind of each person he ever met.

			When you work on a character, you must also think how his or her world surrounds that character. What would the character keep secret and what kind of image would he or she want to present to others?

			It’s important to answer these four questions:

			
					How would that character affect his or her own environment? Personal space (where the character can express his or her personal taste more freely, like at home) and social space (places where the character might interact with others, like work or public events).

					How does that character try to project a different self-identity? What are the secrets he or she chooses to keep?

					How does the environment force that character to behave and express him- or herself?

					How does the environment perceive that person?

			

			
				
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							I want to express myself.

						
							
							You cannot express yourself, social rules.

						
					

					
							
							PERSONA

						
							
							
							ENVIRONMENT

						
					

					
							
							I want others to see myself in this way.

						
							
							Actually we see you in this other way.

						
					

				
			

			The fascinating part is to think in this way: What information can I provide the audience without even showing the protagonist?

			Difficult to do? Of course, you must know your characters very well.

			In order to illustrate this concept look at these frames from the movie The Matrix.1 Figure 2.1 clearly shows how Neo is affecting his own apartment. Chaotic, creative, personal. Figure 2.2 sets up the transition to Neo’s work place. His boss’s office is clean and aseptic, without personality. It’s not a surprise that in Figure 2.3, Neo’s personal cubicle has none of his personal touch.
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			Figure 2.1
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			Figure 2.2
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			Figure 2.3

			Two more examples. Review the opening sequences from two masterpieces: Rear Window2 (Figures 2.4 to 2.21) and Back to the Future3 (Figures 2.22 to 2.37) and answer the following questions:

			Rear Window

			
					What is the season?

					What’s the job of the girl who loses her bra?

					What’s Jimmy Stewart’s job?

					How did he break his leg?

			

			In just a few minutes the extraordinary Hitchcock’s visual storytelling has already given us so much information.
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			Figure 2.4
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			Figure 2.5
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			Figure 2.6
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			Figure 2.7
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			Figure 2.8
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			Figure 2.9
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			Figure 2.10
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			Figure 2.11

			Figures 2.7, 2.8, 2.10 (+ water truck) give us the same message: it’s hot. But why? Why is it so important that we understand it’s hot and we are in the summer? Verisimilitude! In winter nobody keeps the windows open. With closed windows there wouldn’t be any chance for our protagonist to learn so much about his neighbors, let alone a murder.

			Figure 2.11: One gesture, a movement, a habit, and we already know so much about this girl and her passion: dancing; even better, ballet.
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			Figure 2.12
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			Figure 2.13
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			Figure 2.14
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			Figure 2.15
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			Figure 2.16

			[image: ]

			Figure 2.17
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			Figure 2.18
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			Figure 2.19
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			Figure 2.20
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			Figure 2.21

			Figures 2.16 to 2.21: It’s all about Jimmy Stewart’s job. The fact that he is a photographer is very important, but not as important as the details — that he loves takes pictures in dangerous situations and now he is stuck on a wheelchair. Do you think he likes it? By the way, he can take pictures for fashion magazines, too. Maybe this is the way he met his current girlfriend.

			Figures 2.15 and 2.16 tell us how he broke his leg: Is he crazy or what? He didn’t move in order to take that crazy shot at the car race.

			So much in so little.

			Try to apply the same logic to the following scene from Back to the Future.

			Back to the Future

			
					What kind of person lives in this place? (Figures 2.23 to 2.24)

					What’s his dog’s name? (Figure 2.25)

					Who has stolen the plutonium? (Figures 2.22 and 2.28)

					Which one of these three words best describes the character that enters the room: fearful, loaded, fearless? (Figures 2.26 and 2.36)

			

			All this information has been provided by the director in a very visual way — no line of dialogue needed. He only had to place the camera in front of the things that these characters would have in those environments, and show them to us.
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			Figure 2.22
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			Figure 2.23
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			Figure 2.24
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			Figure 2.25
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			Figure 2.26
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			Figure 2.27
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			Figure 2.28
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			Figure 2.29
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			Figure 2.30
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			Figure 2.31
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			Figure 2.32
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			Figure 2.33
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			Figure 2.34

			[image: ]

			Figure 2.35
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			Figure 2.36
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			Figure 2.37

			Real Space to Touch

			Touch will give you one more dimension to the reality you want to portray. Texture, consistency, and weight are all important information that we should remember. Have you ever seen situations where a very heavy piece of luggage is moved around as if it were empty? Well, it probably was empty while they were shooting and nobody (not the actor, not the prop master, not the director) paid attention to what was happening in front of them.

			Most of the first projects you are going to direct will be shot in the real world, in places that we call locations. Places that do really exist and, with just small alterations, if any, are going to be right for the story.

			The first time I worked on a set that was built in a soundstage, I realized that I was underestimating the importance of what was around me.

			The production designer who created the set was the creative and supportive (and lovely) Barbara Dunphy. It was a porch and the back of a house in the style of the South.

			But we started with an empty space. A very tall, very wide, very deep, very overwhelming empty space in which everything and anything could have been built.

			When you start from scratch, the amount of questions and answers could seem overwhelming, almost an impossible task. And even if someone thinks that the director’s job is only to give random answers (have you ever seen Nine with Judi Dench belittling a Felliniesque Daniel Day-Lewis?), of course there is much more to it.

			When finally the set was built we arranged a rehearsal with the actors. I still remember vividly when one of them said, “Okay, let’s see what’s real. Can I touch this?” I realized then that of course, everything could have been fake: Were the chairs able to support their weight? Was the door designed to be opened or was it just there to pretend to be a door but nobody was supposed to go through it? How much did the table weigh? And the soup — were the actors supposed to eat it? Was it even edible?

			I gave the actors fifteen minutes to get acquainted with the set and all they did was touch things, open doors, windows, and cabinets. Feeling the fabric that covered the seats and the couch. Even the paint on the walls and the leaves of the greenery.

			It was important to know what was real and what wasn’t and also to feel the objects so that they knew how the set and the props would react to their behavior.

			This is why, even when we are shooting with green screen, it is always important to give the actors enough props and objects to play with.

			Another anecdote (not mine, this time). When James Cameron was prepping Avatar, he discovered that for the actors it was difficult to really imagine being immersed in a lavish forest. After all, they were spending all their time in a clean, aseptic environment playing only with a few sticks that would become real props only after the CGI wizards did their work. So they made the decision to spend some time in Hawaii, going around the forest half naked in order to feel the ground, the branches, the leaves touching their skin and seeing how they would react.

			Touch is the perception of the environment. Well, in our world we create the environment. It’s important to remember that we are trying to portray on the screen the truth about our reality and it’s important that we pay attention to how, in real life, we react, perceive, and use things.

			Assignment

			In order to understand the importance of patterns, let’s do a little test.

			Go on Google and and click on the Images tab.

			Look for these words:

			
					Anger

					Sadness

					Happiness

					Conflict

			

			While you’re studying the images that come up, pay attention to the repetition and try to notice which colors and images are most often associated with these words.

			While I am writing this chapter a new teaser trailer from Pixar has just gone viral. It’s their new project, Inside Out. They ask a very simple question: Where do emotions come from? Of course, they have their very unique and funny answer. In this new animation, emotions are not only characters but are also… color-coded. Look at the trailer and see if you find any similarity with what you’ve discovered before.

			Red is the predominant color when you search for anger. What does this mean? It means that around the world someone tagged that image with that word.

			Sadness is blue, mostly; happiness is bright and green and yellow; conflict is different examples of how people confront each other.

			Why this concern about colors and patterns? Because, as we have found, this is how the world portrays those words. Again, we shouldn’t reinvent the wheel and mostly, if a common cultural knowledge exists, use it to make your storytelling more effective.

			

			
				
					1 The Matrix (1999). Neo (Keanu Reeves) believes that Morpheus (Laurence Fishburne), an elusive figure considered to be the most dangerous man alive, can answer his question: What is the Matrix? Neo is contacted by Trinity (Carrie-Anne Moss), a beautiful stranger who leads him into an underworld where he meets Morpheus. They fight a brutal battle for their lives against a cadre of viciously intelligent secret agents. It is a truth that could cost Neo something more precious than his life.

				

				
					2 Rear Window (1954). In this action-thriller masterpiece directed by Sir Alfred Hitchcock, James Stewart is a photojournalist bound to a wheelchair because his left leg is in a cast. The boredom of the situation and his innate curiosity bring him to spy on his courtyard neighbors and witness a murder. 

				

				
					3 Back to the Future (1985). In this sci-fi classic, small-town California teen Marty McFly (Michael J. Fox) is thrown back into the ’50s when an experiment by his eccentric scientist friend Doc Brown (Christopher Lloyd) goes awry. Traveling through time in a modified DeLorean car, Marty encounters young versions of his parents (Crispin Glover, Lea Thompson), and must make sure that they fall in love or he’ll cease to exist. Even more dauntingly, Marty has to return to his own time and save the life of Doc Brown.
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Hearing: 

			or audition (adjectival form: auditory), is the sense of sound perception. It is the ability to perceive sound by detecting vibrations, changes in the pressure of the surrounding medium through time, through an organ such as the ear. 
(Source: Wikipedia)

			Sound Awareness

			I’m pretty sure that it won’t come as a surprise that in this chapter we are going to talk predominately about sound design and music. You’ve probably heard it said that sound is 50% or 80% of the experience of watching a movie. Whatever the exact right percentage, the important thing to know is that sound and music are fundamental to how the audience experiences the story.

			How can you sharpen your hearing sense in order to become a better storyteller?

			First of all, we must start with sound awareness.

			Sound is a big part of how we orient ourselves during the day. Certain kinds of sound alert us; others help us by directing our attention or calming our mind.

			The work I want you to do about sound awareness is pretty 
simple.

			Take a seat at a coffee shop nearby, close your eyes, and listen for a few seconds. Now open your eyes. Immediately write down the sounds that you are able to identify. The goal is to be as specific and detailed as possible. This list won’t aid you in your next project — hopefully the sound designer will be able to do a better job than you — but this exercise will help you understand how much work needs to be done to re-create a real world, and that sound is a very powerful tool for storytelling.

			The next step is to be able to recognize the difference in people’s gender, age, and attitude by their footsteps. Place yourself near a door or on stairs or in the middle of a corridor. Try to avoid places with too many people passing by; otherwise it might be too confusing. Close your eyes, listen for a few seconds, and identify the sound of someone’s steps. Try to imagine the person who is making those noises. Open your eyes again and look at that person. How close were you? Write down notes about successes and failures. Learn how to identify the next person based on the previous results. Again, our sounds are part of us as human beings, and sound design will help tell your story.

			Repeat this exercise in a different environment, perhaps a stairwell in your school or office, and appreciate how the soundscape that surrounds us can tell stories about who we are and how we deal with our lives.

			Music

			Music is a language. Both music and verbal languages serve the same purpose. Both are forms of expression and communication that can be read and written. But music works better because it doesn’t need to be consciously understood to be effective.

			In film, music is words that cannot be spoken.

			We are surrounded so much by music that explicitly wants to elicit emotion and tell us specific stories (think about all the songs we hear in a day) that sometimes it’s hard to let our brain and emotions react to the simple element of the music itself.

			The main assignment that I have for you about music is the following:

			Randomly select a piece of classical music (or another piece without any lyrics or sound effects), making sure that you don’t know anything about it (even the title sometimes can be too much information).

			Then listen to it, as many times as you want. When you feel good about it, start drawing the images that the music is evoking. You don’t need to be a painter to do this exercise, but you must let your creativity flow with the music. Whether clear images or more abstract symbols appear in your mind, there is no right or wrong; there is only the ability to translate auditory emotional input into an image.

			This exercise, repeated with at least three different pieces of music, will show you how your visual imagination (fed so frequently each day) can also be stimulated by the music.

			There are two absolute must-sees for learning about and appreciating music in cinema: Disney’s Fantasia (1940) and Sergei Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf.

			[image: ]

			Fantasia consists of eight animated segments set to pieces of classical music conducted by Leopold Stokowski. An absolute masterpiece, the perfect introduction to the power of music as a storytelling tool.

			[image: ]

			Peter and the Wolf is a composition written by Sergei Prokofiev in 1936 in the USSR. It is a children’s story spoken by a narrator accompanied by the orchestra where each character of the story is portrayed by a specific instrument. Look at and listen to this version on the YouTube CBC Music Channel performed by the Vancouver Symphony Orchestra, directed by the legendary and captivating Bramwell Tovey (http://youtu.be/MfM7Y9Pcdzw).

			Notice how the instruments perfectly portray each character. You don’t need images to understand the story and imagine their behavior and their mood.

			Then watch the Disney version (1946) and notice how the images actually add very little to the entertainment (http://youtu.be/Ot7m9i70JDg).

			Examples of excellent use of music and sound design can be found in the following movies.

			Music

			Jaws1 (Figure 3.1)

			[image: ]

			Figure 3.1

			The primal Jaws theme is set up from the title credits as the “signature” of the shark. A rule that filmmaker Steven Spielberg and composer John Williams decided to follow literally: the theme is played only when the shark is there. For instance, in the scene when the two boys play a trick with a fake fin, the ominous shark music is absent.

			Star Wars2 (Figure 3.2)
(Minus Williams) — Throne Room

			[image: ]

			Figure 3.2

			Recently I’ve stumbled upon an interesting experiment on the Internet. Search for “Star Wars minus John Williams” and you’ll find a very clever and illuminating version posted on YouTube by Aurlnauts. It’s the Throne Room scene from Star Wars: Episode IV — A New Hope, without the well-known soundtrack. A must see.

			The Big Chill3 (Figure 3.3)
Music that bonds (diegetic sound)
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			Figure 3.3

			In this great comedy-drama directed by Lawrence Kasdan the music from the ’60s is used to reinvigorate the bond of a lasting friendship.

			The Abyss4 (Figure 3.4) 
Music that bonds (diegetic sound)

			[image: ]

			Figure 3.4

			The music as a metaphor of a crew that works well in sync is used in this underrated James Cameron endeavor. The scene where the crew sings together is a perfect use of a little montage that establishes, more than with dialogue, the true nature of the special bond that unites this group of people.

			Music and Sound Design

			Atonement5 (Figure 3.5)
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			Figure 3.5

			The original score written by Dario Marianelli is an amazing use of both orchestra and sound design, featuring a typewriter as a music instrument. (On a more personal note, storytelling-wise, I find the tone of the opening misleading with respect to the rest of the story.)

			City of God6 (Figures 3.6 to 3.9)
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			Figure 3.6
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			Figure 3.7
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			Figure 3.8
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			Figure 3.9

			How not to mention the great juxtaposition of the sound design and the music that sets the tone for this masterpiece from Brazilian director Fernando Meirelles.

			Sound Design

			Saving Private Ryan7 (Figures 3.10 to 3.13 )
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			Figure 3.10
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			Figure 3.11
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			Figure 3.12
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			Figure 3.13

			The sound design of this movie was awarded with both Best Sound and Best Effects, Sound Effects Editing by the Academy. The initial sequence will take your breath away, literally, when the soldiers fall into the ice-cold water of Normandy.

			Blade Runner8 (Figures 3.14 to 3.16)

			[image: ]

			Figure 3.14
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			Figure 3.15
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			Figure 3.16

			In this sci-fi classic, Sir Ridley Scott produced one of cinema’s most venerated visions of the future. One of his brilliant ideas was that lights should constantly move and a sound design should be associated with that movement.

			

			
				
					1  Jaws (1975). When a young woman is killed by a shark while skinny-dipping near the New England tourist town of Amity Island, police chief Martin Brody (Roy Scheider) wants to close the beaches, but mayor Larry Vaughn (Murray Hamilton) overrules him, fearing that the loss of tourist revenue will cripple the town. Ichthyologist Matt Hooper (Richard Dreyfuss) and grizzled ship captain Quint (Robert Shaw) offer to help Brody capture the killer beast, and the trio engage in an epic battle of man vs. nature.

				

				
					2  Star Wars (1977). The Imperial Forces — under orders from cruel Darth Vader (David Prowse) — hold Princess Leia (Carrie Fisher) hostage, in their efforts to quell the rebellion against the Galactic Empire. Luke Skywalker (Mark Hamill) and Han Solo (Harrison Ford), captain of the Millennium Falcon, work together with the companionable droid duo R2-D2 (Kenny Baker) and C-3PO (Anthony Daniels) to rescue the beautiful princess, help the Rebel Alliance, and restore freedom and justice to the Galaxy.

				

				
					3  The Big Chill (1983). A once close-knit gang of friends — including an actor (JoBeth Williams), a doctor (Glenn Close) and her husband (Kevin Kline), a Vietnam veteran (William Hurt), and a journalist (Tom Berenger) — meets for a weekend after the funeral of their much-envied friend Alex, who committed suicide. The friends spend the weekend confronting the personal truths, sacrifices, and betrayals that have left them disenchanted. Each must contend with unresolved issues they have with Alex, and with one another.

				

				
					4  The Abyss (1989). Ed Harris and Mary Elizabeth Mastrantonio are formerly married petroleum engineers who still have some issues to work out. They are drafted to assist a gung-ho Navy SEAL (Michael Biehn) with a top-secret recovery operation: a nuclear sub has been ambushed and sunk, under mysterious circumstances, in some of the deepest waters on Earth.

				

				
					5  Atonement (2007). This sweeping English drama, based on the book by Ian McEwan, follows the lives of young lovers Cecilia Tallis (Keira Knightley) and Robbie Turner (James McAvoy). When the couple are torn apart by a lie constructed by Cecilia’s jealous younger sister, Briony (Saoirse Ronan), all three of them must deal with the consequences. Robbie is the hardest hit, since Briony’s deception results in his imprisonment, but hope for Cecilia and her beau increases when their paths cross during World War II.

				

				
					6  City of God (2003). In the poverty-stricken favelas of Rio de Janeiro in the 1970s, two young men choose different paths. Rocket (Alexandre Rodrigues) is a budding photographer who documents the increasing drug-related violence of his neighborhood. José “Zé” Pequeno (Leandro Firmino da Hora) is an ambitious drug dealer who uses Rocket and his photos as a way to increase his fame as a turf war erupts with his rival, “Knockout Ned” (Seu Jorge). The film was shot on location in Rio’s poorest neighborhoods.

				

				
					7  Saving Private Ryan (1998). Captain John Miller (Tom Hanks) takes his men behind enemy lines to find Private James Ryan, whose three brothers have been killed in combat. Surrounded by the brutal realties of war, while searching for Ryan, each man embarks upon a personal journey and discovers his own strength to triumph over an uncertain future with honor, decency, and courage.

				

				
					8  Blade Runner (1982). Directed by Ridley Scott. Sound editor Peter Pennel. Deckard (Harrison Ford) is forced by the police boss (M. Emmet Walsh) to continue his old job as Replicant Hunter. His assignment: eliminate four escaped Replicants from the colonies who have returned to Earth. Before starting the job, Deckard goes to the Tyrell Corporation and he meets Rachel (Sean Young), a Replicant girl he falls in love with.
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Olfaction: 

			also known as olfactics, is the sense of smell. 
This sense is mediated by specialized sensory cells of the nasal cavity of vertebrates, which can be considered analogous to sensory cells of the antennae of invertebrates. In humans, olfaction occurs when odorant molecules bind to specific sites on the olfactory receptors.
(Source: Wikipedia)

			How to Smell a Lie (Bad Performances)

			I have to admit, I love this chapter. It’s really a difficult one because we are dealing with the intangibles of performance. That’s why the sense of smell that can be so strong but so elusive — it’s there one moment and then is gone — is the perfect metaphor for the performance (also, isn’t it true that we say bad performances can really “stink up” a theater?).

			When you study a new language as a foreigner, some of the most interesting parts are the figures of speech — the ways of saying things that are specific for that language and that culture. Did you know that the capital I in English is unique, in Italian io is never capitalized unless it’s at the beginning of a sentence? According to language and culture scholars, this is because of the emphasis that the Anglo-Saxon language and culture give to the person as a self-responsible being.

			Well, when I heard for the first time that someone can “smell a lie” I thought it was great way to put it. In Italian we say “Puzza di bruciato,” “it smells like burned.”

			Why am I talking about lies related to performance? After all a performance is always a lie, there is nothing real there, right? As I stated in the first chapter about use of lenses to capture reality, as soon as it’s captured, it’s not real anymore, it’s not the truth anymore because I manipulated the reality through framing, lenses, distortion, etc.

			So, if pretty much everything is a lie, it should always smell like it, right?

			Not exactly. The reason why movies are so popular is because they allow us to immerse ourselves in an alternate reality and to suspend our disbelief, and accept what’s on the screen as real. Whether it’s a woman and a man falling in love, a dog who has a superpower, or a robot in a galaxy far far away, we must recognize in these characters human elements, behaviors, and feelings. We need to believe that they are us.

			If what happens on the screen doesn’t feel right, if the behavior of the characters seems forced, then we snap out of the movie and the whole immersive experience is gone.

			It doesn’t matter if it’s sci-fi, or a Western, a drama, or a slapstick comedy. Once the genre, the tone, and the rules of the world are set, we can accept that a DeLorean can travel through time (Back to the Future), we can believe that man can fly (Superman), and lawyers can stop lying (Liar Liar).
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			But if the filmmaker breaks his or her own rules and the characters behave in a not-believable way, then we are out of it.

			I still remember my reaction when Neo, from the Matrix trilogy, was able to fly at the end of the first movie. Of course, in the Matrix world you can do anything, it’s your imagination that will allow you to do it, right? But when in the second movie Neo was able to stop the machines also in the real world just by raising his hands in front of them, then he is now like Superman and I didn’t suspend my disbelief for Superman and… I was out of the movie. It’s as if I signed a contract with the movie and now that contract was breached.

			I recently saw a movie called Fury1 with Brad Pitt. An interesting concept not fully realized that throws me out of my suspension of disbelief with just one line of dialogue, an inappropriate, unreal question that a character asks at the beginning of the movie: “Where is the front?” Wait: what? You are in the middle of Germany at the end of the Second World War! It’s okay to want to portray a naïve, inexperienced soldier, but this is too much. This character is too stupid to be alive. Then I’m out and I watched the rest of the movie with my sense of disbelief very alert. It wasn’t fun.
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			Figure 4.1

			As director you must be able to smell the lies of the performances. You must be able to see that what your actors are portraying is not right nor real.

			After all we are trying to represent the truth.

			Let’s take for granted that the script and story are believable (this is not a book on screenwriting, there are plenty of them around, my suggestions are listed in the reference section at the end of the book). Now, your task as director is to make sure that the way the lines are said, the way the characters are moving around the environment and use the props is believable.

			How to do that?

			There are three things you should start doing:

			
					Observe: study behavior, observe the real world, and remember how people behave. Observe how you and your spouse/partner or siblings behave.

					Use the collection of pictures to see how people portray events and situations. Do you remember the images you’ve found while searching for the word conflict?

					Talk to the actors: ask them if they felt natural what they were performing. Sometimes I notice that actors have an instinct to do something but they restrain themselves because it is not in the script or you just asked them to do something different. Let them trust their instincts and see where this leads them.

			

			During the blocking rehearsal let them try, follow their instinct. You have your ideas, your storyboard, your shot list. You already have seen this movie in your mind for quite some time now. It’s time to see what others can bring to the table. Let them play and if you see something interesting, you incorporate their ideas. If it doesn’t feel right or you really need them in a certain position for a certain shot, explain what you need.

			Directing Actors and Directing Beings

			Recently I’ve found two very interesting video interviews from directors Christopher Nolan and Steven Spielberg.

			Christopher Nolan describes actors as “lie detectors.” Good ones are able to understand very quickly if you are trying to trick them. The classic example is when, in order to save time and avoid resetting the light, a director asks the actor to find a motivation within the character to move into a certain position. The conclusion is, let the actor understand your predicament and he will work hard to help you; try to outsmart him and you’ll find your relationship and the trust that comes with it going down a very bumpy road.

			Steven Spielberg once talked about how he directed the actors on Close Encounters of the Third Kind.2 He points out that he had to be a different director depending upon the actor with whom he was dealing. While for Richard Dreyfuss everything was coming from external input, for Melinda Dillon, a method actor, everything was coming from an emotional internal experience.
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			Figure 4.2

			I’ve found these interviews very profound because they pointed out one big truth: actors are human beings who are passionate about their craft. It’s important to create a relationship based on trust and also respect their methods.

			Inspiration for Realistic Blocking

			It’s important to remember that blocking must look natural and real, even if it’s forced by camera or location factors.

			The first time a teacher talked to me about blocking, I didn’t understand at all what he meant. The exercise was about shooting a page-and-a-half scene, with two characters and one camera position. I could pan and tilt but not move the camera either handheld or on a dolly. Okay, kind of easy. Well, wait, there was more. We were told we must have at least one close-up for each character.

			Now, how could I get a close-up for each character if I could not get closer with the camera? The character would have to come close to the camera and then move away in order to give space to the other character.

			At the beginning it seemed a silly exercise. Then it became an impossible exercise. And then it became an Illuminating one!

			Blocking in front of the camera means that the size of the character can change, without the necessity of moving the camera. All the focus was on this question: How might these two characters behave naturally and realistically, exposing their story to the lenses in a way that the audience could understand them and feel for them? The answer was easy: through well-thought-out blocking.

			The sources of inspiration are:

			
					The script: of course, if in the script it says that a character is dressing, or picking up a phone, or sitting on the couch, this is the first source of inspiration for the blocking. It’s the bare bones part of it.

					Personal and work related activities: these are all the action (“the business”) that the character can do in the environment where the scene happens. Look how incredibly realistic the blocking of a West Wing episode is (the first big “walk and talk” of the pilot is poetry).[image: ]
Figure 4.3
[image: ]
Figure 4.4


					Emotional state of each character: every character is living a personal moment. Whether it is based on the expectation of the outcome of the scene or other elements that are affecting his mind and his behavior, it’s important to consider these aspects. As in this amazing episode again from The West Wing called “Two Cathedrals.”3 In one of the flashbacks we discover that Jed Bartlet has a way to involuntarily show when he makes his mind up about something, via the line “You stuck your hands in your pockets, you looked away and smiled.” By the end of the episode, when we see him doing exactly the same thing about a very important decision, we won’t need to hear him saying it, as his behavior speaks volumes.[image: ]
Figure 4.5
[image: ]
Figure 4.6


					Emotional relationship: social, personal, intimate. These are the most common labels of the space that surrounds us. Based on the emotional relationship between the characters we can imagine an escalation in the way they can invade each other’s spaces. This not only considers sexual attraction, but also attitude and use of the space as a tool to achieve what they want. A threatened whisper into somebody’s ear might be more powerful because it already shows how one of the characters is willing to break into a space that he shouldn’t be violating. One last example from The West Wing. In this scene from the episode “Five Votes Down,”4 Josh Lyman confronts Congressman Wick about an important vote. Notice how Josh walks into the room and controls the conversation until the congressman finally fights back. When Josh says, “I’m so tired of Congress I could vomit,” he is physically nauseated and distances himself from his opponent. The congressman doesn’t dare to close the gap between the two of them until Josh gives in. The blocking clearly represents the fight over power between the two characters.
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			Figure 4.7
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			Figure 4.8
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			Figure 4.9
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			Figure 4.10
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			Figure 4.11
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			Figure 4.12

			

			
				
					1  Fury (2014). In April 1945, the Allies are making their final push in the European theater. A battle-hardened Army sergeant named Don “Wardaddy” Collier (Brad Pitt), leading a Sherman tank and a five-man crew, undertakes a deadly mission behind enemy lines. Hopelessly outnumbered, outgunned, and saddled with an inexperienced soldier (Logan Lerman) in their midst, Wardaddy and his men face overwhelming odds as they move to strike at the heart of Nazi Germany.

				

				
					2 Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977). Science-fiction adventure about a group of people who attempt to contact alien intelligence. Roy Neary (Richard Dreyfuss) witnesses an unidentified flying object, and even has a “sunburn” from its bright lights to prove it. Roy refuses to accept an explanation for what he saw and is prepared to give up his life to pursue the truth about UFOs.

				

				
					3 The West Wing, Season 2, Episode 22, “Two Cathedrals.” Written by Aaron Sorkin, directed by Thomas Schlamme.

				

				
					4 The West Wing, Season 1, Episode 4, “Five Votes Down.” Written by Aaron Sorkin, directed by Michael Lehmann.
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Taste: 

			gustatory perception, or gustation is the sensory impression of food or other substances on the tongue and […] determines flavors of food or other substances. (Source: Wikipedia)

			Exploration and Discovery

			Don’t worry, I’m not asking you to position your tongue on a piece of film or a CCD sensor. The kind of taste we are talking about here is “an individual’s personal and cultural patterns of choice and preference.” In other words, taste is how you feel about what is or isn’t beautiful or proper.

			Part of your growth as a filmmaker is developing your own taste criteria for judgment. Often taste is confused with vision, but, as we will discover in the next chapter, vision is an entirely different beast.

			Ron Howard, the Academy Award–winning director of A Beautiful Mind, Cinderella Man, and Apollo 13, once said:

			You know directors, some of them — some of us are sweethearts, some of us are jerks, some of us are talkative and some are very quiet. None of that really matters very much — although, you know, I always think it’s nice to be decent to people, but that’s me. It’s not imperative. The big thing is taste — taste and judgment. That’s what it’s all about. It’s understanding, you know, what exists in the possibilities in the story you’re interested in telling, and how many of those details can you capture, how can you sequence them in the editing. What does that add up to?1

			I completely agree that directing is a matter of taste but still, what does that phrase mean: “You must have taste.”?

			I might like something the majority doesn’t like, something that is different. Does this mean that my taste is wrong? Can a person’s taste be “wrong”?

			I know that I love lasagna and hate cabbage and, besides my mother, nobody can tell me I’m wrong. It’s my own taste.

			When we are talking about movies, you don’t have that much freedom.

			You can still freely talk about your taste and use it to make creative decisions but there are some guidelines that would be helpful to follow.

			The fact that we are not directly involved in the consumption of our own product forces us to consider not only our own taste but the audience’s as well.

			I want to be specific here. We are not talking about marketing or distribution strategies. Lots of very bad movies have been made by trying to please an audience’s taste in a cynical manner.

			Here we are purely talking about enjoyment of the experience and the best use of communication skills. As we learned in a previous chapter there are methods and rules that, after more than a hundred years of filmmaking, we know are effective. Lighting scheme, camera movement, and crossing the line are just a few examples.

			How can you discover your own personal taste, and how can you sharpen your sense of it?

			Taste in Stories

			The first step is obvious: figure out your own true taste in movies — what you do and don’t like.

			Make a simple list of your favorite movies. I know, sometimes this can be very tough, but be honest and don’t let the most recent movie you saw be the first one just because it’s easy to remember. Write down just ten titles. While you are making this list, note the genre of the movie and the central story element that seems to be the key for you in each movie.

			Here is my list, in no particular order:

			
					Star Wars (sci-fi) — hero’s journey

					Dead Poets Society (drama) — coming of age

					American Beauty (drama) — never too late to be coming of age

					The Godfather; The Godfather: Part II (drama) — power

					ET (sci-fi) friendship

					Groundhog Day (comedy) — second chances

					WarGames (thriller) — men vs. machines

					When Harry Met Sally (comedy) — true love

					Ordinary People (drama) — forgiveness

					8 1/2 (drama) — inspiration

			

			Now divide your list by genre. In my case the result is:

			
					drama: 5

					sci-fi: 2

					comedy: 2

					thriller: 1

			

			While looking at your list see if you spot any similarities. Which is the genre that got most of your attention? Is there a recurrent theme? If you’re not sure about the theme, read the synopsis of the movie and you’ll quickly discover what it is really about.

			One more step.

			Go to your personal movie collection (your tapes, DVDs, or your Netflix account) and divide the ones on that list by genre.

			Which is the genre you have the most of? Which is the genre you have the least of or none?

			Make sure you don’t count the same movie twice. If you own a DVD of a movie or it’s on your preferred list on Netflix it’s the same. It counts as one.

			Once you have divided the group, compare this result with the previous list about your favorite movies.

			The reason we do this kind of analysis is because we need both sets of information. If we relied only on the collection of movies, we might be affected by marketing, gifts, and spousal taste. But now that we can compare this list with our favorite movies, we will discover two things: the genre we like most and the themes we like most.

			Don’t be worried if you realize that something you cared about ten years ago has now changed. The trick with taste is that it varies with time and experience.

			The opposite is actually also true. There are movies that affected us in important moments of our lives and, even if they aren’t perfect, they can still bring back powerful memories.

			It happens to me with my all-time favorites:

			[image: ]

			
					Star Wars: This is the first movie I ever saw. Even today, if I found myself lost on a deserted island, this would be the movie I’d bring. Be sincere: if there is a movie that you’d be willing to watch hundreds of times and eventually inspire important value into a new civilization, would you bring The Godfather? Citizen Kane or A Clockwork Orange?
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					Dead Poets Society: I saw this movie when I was in high school, exactly at the right time and right age. “Seize the day” never gets old.

			

			[image: ]

			
					American Beauty: Again, I saw it in a moment of my life when I was kind of lost, and for me it meant simply: “It’s never too late to seize your day”!

			

			Now let’s get more technical.

			Visual Taste

			In the first chapter I invited you to do a little exercise: collecting 
pictures.

			It’s time to go back to that collection and bring it to fruition. By now I hope you have collected at least ten to twenty pictures. You should have more but this is a starting point.

			Put all the pictures on a table or up on the screen and look at them. This time don’t think about the story — pay attention to the esthetic. I want you to focus on finding differences and similarities.

			Divide the pictures into three groups based on whether the main subject is a person, place, or event/situation.

			For each one of these three groups analyze the following elements:

			
					Lenses: How many times is the picture shot with a long lens? How many of these pictures were shot with a wide lens?

					Composition and Framing: What are the different types of compositions? How many times did you choose a low angle shot?

					Colors: Are there one or more colors that repeat themselves? Are the colors mostly saturated or desaturated? Is there hue contrast or affinity?

					Lighting: Are there more pictures with high or low contrast? Chiaroscuro? Silhouettes or flat lighting?

			

			Now that you have analyzed these images you should be able to draw some conclusions. Ask yourself what kinds of pictures do you like the most. Which kinds of lenses, composition, and lighting did your photos use most? You just made your first conscious step into acknowledging your taste. Make it a powerful tool for your filmmaking approach.

			Now let’s move on to moving pictures. The same methods apply. This time the goal is not to figure out why certain kinds of combinations of writing, framing, lighting, colors, camera movement, and performance affect you. The goal is to see which styles are more effective for you while not being distracted by other elements like sound, music, and movie genre.

			This time I chose the movies you need to watch. It doesn’t matter if you like them, if you don’t like them, if you’ve seen them, or if you’ve never heard of them. It’s time to watch them while paying attention to specific aspects.

			Here is the list and what to look for:

			
					Friday Night Lights (TV series), Episode 1: handheld camera, documentary style

					West Wing (TV series), Episode 1: steady cam and dolly

					The King’s Speech: unbalanced framing

					The Matrix: balanced frame and camera movement

					Munich: camera movement merged with use of zoom

			

			Now you should find yourself in one of these two positions:

			
					Your taste is evident and you are more drawn to certain kinds of camera movements, composition, and style. Every time you saw it in a movie, it gave you a clear sense of direction in the telling of the story. Any other style was a distraction. Now you can say that you’ve found, defined, and embraced your own taste. This is your comfort zone. Every time you are going to look through the viewfinder and see something that includes these esthetics, you’ll feel that everything is right — the world is spinning and the birds are chirping.

					Your taste is still vague. You like different styles and were pulled into a good story no matter what. If you didn’t suspend your disbelief it was because the story itself or the genre or the theme wasn’t interesting for you.

			

			Let me tell you a secret: both positions are wrong.

			Just kidding. Actually both are right.

			If you’ve found your comfort zone, good for you. This is the style and taste you should use in your early projects. You’ll find strength and inspiration from being able to use your taste in your storytelling. Imitate the masters, feed your taste in composition and style until you start to see that there is more to explore, but your comfort zone will always be there to support you. As Alfred Hitchcock said: “Self-plagiarism is style.”

			If you liked all the movies and TV shows, you are in a little bit more trouble because you are one of those filmmakers who will enjoy finding and using a different taste for every project.

			It will be the story that will determine the style you shoot in.

			I always surprise my students when I tell them that one of my favorite directors is Steven Spielberg. They all expect Scorsese, Tarantino, Fellini, Kurosawa, Anderson, or Kubrick, but as much as I love and respect those directors, I appreciate a director who is able to develop different tastes for different movies. Schindler’s List is completely different from Munich or Saving Private Ryan and The Color Purple is entirely different from Lincoln. The early movies like Jaws and Duel or Indiana Jones and Jurassic Park are more similar to each other. For me, ET is a world apart.

			So if you’re one of those whose taste changes, don’t take it personally and don’t think that there is something wrong with you. You’ll just have a tougher job to do. You’ll have to know the story inside and out and you must be inspired by your vision (more on this in the next chapter), to really define your taste and your style for the movie.

			Now that you have defined your own taste, and you know how to explore it, there is one more “kind of taste” that we should consider.

			Ultimate Taste: The End

			Do you remember the Wikipedia definition of taste I gave you at the very beginning of this chapter? I told you to ignore it. Well, I lied. Let’s discuss why it’s actually very important.

			“Taste, gustatory perception, or gustation is the sensory impression of food or other substances on the tongue and… determines flavors of food or other substances.”

			Whether you are in a theater or watching a movie at home, there is a very special moment, a moment that we treasure. We are talking about… the ending.

			Like the taste of food in your mouth that lasts even when you have already swallowed, the same thing happens with movies. After the movie is over the sensations that we felt while watching it are all mixed together and give us a sense of the whole film.

			The ending is not an element that should be considered as an afterthought. According to Steven Spielberg:

			“The most amazing thing for me is that every single person who sees a movie, not necessarily one of my movies, brings a whole set of unique experiences. Now, through careful manipulation and good storytelling, you can get everybody to clap at the same time, to hopefully laugh at the same time, and to be afraid at the same time.”2

			Manipulation. We have already encountered this word before. In the world of film it means control of the story.

			So, ask yourself, what kind of taste do you want the audience to have in their mouth at the end of the movie? Bitter? Fulfilled? Excited? Disturbed?

			How many times has it happened to you that the movie ended and you felt satisfied or intrigued? How many times has the opposite occurred?

			Do you remember what you felt the first time you saw Neo (Keanu Reeves in his most iconic role) slowly walking out of the phone booth, putting on his cool sunglasses, and flying away from the crowded city? (Figures 5.1 to 5.6.)
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			Figure 5.1
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			Figure 5.2
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			Figure 5.3
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			Figure 5.4
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			Figure 5.5
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			Figure 5.6

			Or when Kay (the wonderful Diane Keaton) asked her husband if he ordered the execution of his own brother-in-law at the end of The Godfather. During the long pause before Michael’s answer (Al Pacino at his best), we hope that he would lie to spare her from the horrifying truth of the kind of person he has become. When Michael answers “no,” we feel a sense of relief. A relief that lasts just a few seconds until Kay witnesses the completion of her husband’s transformation into the new godfather. Not only does she now know that he has become a monster, she also knows that he didn’t hesitate to deceive her, too.
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			Figure 5.7
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			Figure 5.8
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			Figure 5.9
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			Figure 5.10
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			Figure 5.11
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			Figure 5.12

			And don’t tell me you saw it coming when “Verbal” Kint (Kevin Spacey) walked away from the police station and slowly transformed into the furiously dangerous, violent, mythical Keyser Söze in The Usual Suspects (Figures 5.13 to 5.18).

			[image: ]

			Figure 5.13
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			Figure 5.14
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			Figure 5.15
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			Figure 5.16
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			Figure 5.17
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			Figure 5.18

			Now that you are on the other side of the camera, it’s up to you to decide the kind of taste you want the audience to experience.

			Storytelling is a specific form of art based on manipulation. If the manipulation works, the audience will have exactly the taste you want; if it doesn’t, they will be left with a mixed feeling that won’t add up to a sense of completeness.

			When you approach a story, always ask yourself what do you want the audience to be left with and build around that idea.

			As masters of screenwriting tell us, usually the end of a movie is divided in two parts: climax and resolution. Sometimes these moments are very close and sometimes they’re further apart. Sometimes the resolution reinforces the same taste as the climax. Sometimes it is a total reverse.

			Here are some examples:

			
					Dead Poets Society: The kids are caught and Professor Keating must leave. The students stand on top of their desks. (Figures 5.19 to 5.24)
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			Figure 5.19
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			Figure 5.20
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			Figure 5.21
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			Figure 5.22
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			Figure 5.23
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			Figure 5.24

			
					Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, Part 2: Harry Potter and his friends defeat you-know-who. Harry Potter and his friends are adults and pass on their legacy to a new generation. (Figures 5.25 to 5.27)
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			Figure 5.25
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			Figure 5.26
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			Figure 5.27

			
					Terminator 3: Rise of the Machines: John Connor is safe. His destiny was to survive, not to prevent Armageddon. (Figures 5.28 to 5.33)
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			Figure 5.28
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			Figure 5.29
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			Figure 5.30

			[image: ]

			Figure 5.31
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			Figure 5.32
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			Figure 5.33

			

			
				
					1  Ron Howard: On Filmmaking (BAFTA Guru YouTube Channel)

				

				
					2  Steven Spielberg: The EW Interview (Entertainment Weekly)

				

			

		

	

6.

			Vision

			Director’s Inspiration

			[image: ]

			



	

Some believe that the music is 80% of making movies, others truly believe that casting is actually 80%. Neither of the above is accurate; there is another component. As Mark Travis puts it in his Directing Feature Films, “having a clear vision of the film and establishing and maintaining an environment in which those that you do cast can do their best work in alliance with the other artists, that is 80% of making a movie.” And I couldn’t agree more.

			If the vision is so important, how can you make sure you have the right one? Actually, you are never going to be sure.

			It’s Not Magic, It’s Hard Work

			Whether or not you believe that a sixth sense does actually exist in nature, trust me when I tell you that it exists in filmmaking.

			It’s not paranormal, it’s not magic or a throwback to our earlier evolutionary stages.

			It’s, in the simplest terms, your way to tell a story. Pure and simple.

			Disappointed?

			You wanted something more “artsy” or “magical”? As the previous chapter stated, directing is hard work and this, in some way, is the easy part.

			What does “your way” mean? How can I find my way? Is your way better then someone else’s, or only different?

			Questions like this can drive you crazy, but I’m sure that sooner or later you’ll ask them to yourself.

			“Why?”: The Question That Leads to All the Answers

			Here is my step-by-step solution:

			Step 1: 

			Ask yourself why you want to tell this story.

			Give yourself an honest answer to Step 1. I would even suggest writing it down. Actually it’s not a suggestion, it’s an assignment. Actually it’s not even an assignment, I would consider it mandatory for every project you’ll approach from now on.

			That’s it. This, in reality, it’s a very powerful tool that will help you both in development and in production.

			Here is how it works and why:

			Writing down why you want to tell a story in a few paragraphs, maybe a page, will force you to focus on what really matters to you.

			The “honesty” factor here is vital.

			Here are some examples:

			
					Because it’s something close to my heart, it’s a personal matter and I have a personal message I want to say

					Because it’s a career opportunity, even if the story is not very interesting to me personally, it’s a great opportunity to practice and move forward

					Because it’s a genre I love

					Because it’s a genre I don’t like and it’s a great challenge

					Because I think it will make me lots of money

			

			In this way you’ll spell out the real, true motivation that sparks your passion for the story and will shape your vision.

			If your reason is that it’s a specific genre you love, then you’ll have to know it inside and out in order to honor it and, eventually, create a new wave of it (Italian spaghetti western, anybody?).

			If your reason is because it’s a great career opportunity, figure out what inspired the producer who hired you, what is his or her expectation. In the end if your movie is an unexpected blockbuster, you are on your way to the promised land.

			If it’s a challenge that you look for (I wouldn’t try this as your first project), then do your homework and lots of research on the genre.

			If it’s a personal story, or something that is personally close to you, it’s time to show your taste. Based on the steps we did together in the previous chapter, you should know by now your style and your taste. Whether your taste is well defined or you’ll let the story you want to tell shape it, you know what your next steps are.

			Now, as you can see, the WHY is the tool to figure out how to shape your vision. The vision that will lead everybody during development and production.

			Imagine there will be one day, one moment when you are feeling lost. You are overwhelmed by problems, with producers breathing down your neck and a 1st Assistant Director who is asking you what you want to cut because there is no time to shoot everything that was scheduled for today. And you have no idea how to answer.

			Go in your trailer, in a bathroom, take five minutes and read this document. These few paragraphs that you wrote when you were calm, focused, and excited will represent a light at the end of the tunnel, the light that will guide you toward the right decisions to make.

			Step 2: 

			Investigate the theme within the story.

			The second step to consolidate your vision is to understand what the story is really about for you. Do a deep analysis of the script in order to find what is often called the core or the theme of the story. It won’t be enough to read the script once, not even twice. Sometimes (I hope this will never happen to you) you might actually discover what the movie was about during postproduction and only a miracle will save you at that point.

			Step 3: 

			Communicate and share your vision.

			If WHY is the question that leads to the creation of your vision, it’s important to understand that the vision is not going to be a static monolith. As soon you’ll start communicating your vision to others, their reactions and their input will affect you and will help you redefine your vision.

			It’s important to remember that this is a process and nothing will be easy to discover.

			While you are shaping your vision you’ll find out new things about the story and these will lead to new decisions.

			The following chapter describes a very useful tool to keep your vision updated: the director’s journal.

		

	

7.

			“Do or Do Not, There Is No Try”

			How to Put Everything Together
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Now that you’ve learned how to perceive the world in a different way, now that you’ve sharpened your directorial senses, it’s time to use them for a real project.

			Technical Stuff: Know Your Brushes

			There are many books out there that will give you more information about the technical part of filmmaking (camera, film stocks, sensors, etc.), but let‘s focus for a few moments on one of the elements that will most affect your storytelling capabilities: the choice of lenses.

			As Sidney Lumet states in his brilliant Making Movies, the camera is “your best friend” and if a “movie has two stars in it, I always know it really has three. The third is the camera.”

			And the most fundamental photographic choice that a director makes is what lenses to use.

			To quickly explore how lenses work and their most important technical properties that affect storytelling, let’s have a look at the following diagram (Figure 7.1).
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			Figure 7.1

			The distance between the lens and the focal point (the place where the light converges in the back of the lens) is called focal length and it’s expressed in millimeters (mm). It’s the most important number that you must remember because it identifies the kind of prime lenses that you want to use.

			Every variation in the focal length changes also two very important properties of how the lenses will capture your world:

			
					Field of view: extent of the observable world that is seen through the lenses. As shown in the diagram, the lower the focal length, the bigger the field of view.

					Depth of field: “the amount of space in which an object moving toward or away from the camera stays in focus without changing the focus of the lens mechanically.”1 Because of the physical properties of how lenses manipulate light, the depth of field is deeper in lenses with smaller focal length.

			

			How much to show the audience in terms of field of view and depth of field is clearly a creative decision (especially considering the storytelling importance of which part of the image to keep in focus as seen in chapter 1).

			Let’s have a look at the following images from the movies The Matrix and Se7en.
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			Figure 7.2
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			Figure 7.3

			If we consider their composition, these two frames are very similar. They both show a character pointing the gun at the left corner of the frame and, in both cases, we can see the figure of the character behind the weapon. But the frames are totally different in terms of feelings, tone, and, of course, storytelling purposes.

			The most obvious difference is the esthetic of the depth of field. It’s much deeper in the case of The Matrix, where the audience can clearly see everything (the gun, the character’s body and facial expression, and even the world behind her), much narrower in the case of Se7en, where the part of the frame that has an acceptable sharpness is just a couple of inches deep (we clearly see just a little bit of the gun).

			Why this drastic difference?

			Because the directors are showing two different moments.

			In The Matrix, we are in the third act and Trinity is boldly taking care of an Agent (“Dodge this!”), something that we know from the beginning of the movie is almost impossible. This is her strongest moment and the power of the gun (so big on the screen) is important only if we can recognize the character that is using it. Also, the esthetic of the entire society inside the Matrix has been designed with bold, wide lenses and frame rate choices that often offer the perception of a distorted, fake world.

			In Se7en we are at the midpoint of the story and after a very dramatic chase, John Doe, the serial killer, is able to knock down the hero, Detective Mills, and now he is at his mercy. The look toward the killer is from the perspective of someone who knows he could die at any moment, and the most important thing is the tip of that gun. His future depends on it. Also, for storytelling purposes, the director cannot reveal who the killer is and the esthetic of this world demands a specific dark and greedy look.

			As you can see, knowledge of lenses is not only about technical specifications. It also empowers the director to become a stronger visual storyteller.

			Crucial to the storytelling process is making sure that the audience will pay attention to the part of the frame that matters the most.

			There are three very powerful tools that instinctively force our eyes:

			
					Focus/Out of focus

					Movement

					Light, brightness

			

			Watch these scenes — (http://www.sibamedia.com) — and notice how your attention is manipulated through the change of the focus (what we technically call rack focus), movement, and bright spots in the frame.

			In the shot from The Matrix (Figures 7.4 and 7.5), the shift in focus from the guns to Trinity’s face highlights her determination. 

			[image: ]

			Figure 7.4
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			Figure 7.5

			In the scene from The Hunger Games: Catching Fire (Figures 7.6 and 7.7), the storytelling effect is even more dramatic because before the change of focus we were completely unaware of the presence of the other character in the background.
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			Figure 7.6
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			Figure 7.7

			In the scene from Munich (Figures 7.8 to 7.15), the use of focus is very deliberate and very astute at the same time. It’s as if the audience can watch multiple shots in one. The continuing change of focus hidden within the camera movement makes this one an absolute masterpiece.
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			Figure 7.8
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			Figure 7.9
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			Figure 7.10
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			Figure 7.11
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			Figure 7.12
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			Figure 7.13
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			Figure 7.14
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			Figure 7.15

			An example of an object moving in the frame can be seen in Alien (Figures 7.16 to 7.18). In this terrifying scene, the framing already gives away that something is going to happen behind the character. When the alien’s tail shows up, our eyes recognize the change within the frame immediately.
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			Figure 7.16
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			Figure 7.17
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			Figure 7.18

			One of the classic examples for the use of brightness within the frame is the famous lighting approach for Marlene Dietrich. In these examples from Shanghai Express (Figures 7.19 and 7.20) and Desire (Figure 7.21) it’s clear how the lighting scheme gives her a brighter tone with respect to everybody else in the same frame, forcing the audience to look at her more then to other characters.
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			Figure 7.19
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			Figure 7.20
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			Figure 7.21

			So far you have learned how to look at reality and still photography with different eyes. Real events happen in front of you every moment of your life, and each and every one of them could be an inspiration to sharpen your directorial senses.

			Director’s Preparation

			The “Three Ps” to success are: preparation, preparation, and preparation. In filmmaking this rule still applies.

			During the process of prepping a movie (short or feature length), you are going to search and collect an immense amount of data and information that will affect your decisions. It’s vital to find an effective method to keep everything organized and accessible.

			Whether you are a digital director or still a paper-addicted director, it doesn’t matter. The medium on which we are recording and organizing our information (a file on a computer or multiple binders) doesn’t make any difference. It’s the work and the commitment that you put into it that will make the real difference.

			Director’s Journal

			I like to buy a five-subject notebook, possibly the one with the pockets and at least two hundred sheets. I have one for every project.

			The five subjects are:

			
					Diary

					Theme and story

					Characters and talent

					Visuals and sounds

					Business: Cast, Crew

			

			Diary

			In the diary I keep notes about the origin and development of the project. It’s here where I write a letter to myself, fleshing out the reasons why I want to make this movie. Here I collect random thoughts, as well as feedback from meetings and important events that affect the project’s progress.

			Theme and Story

			In this section of the director’s journal, I keep information about the themes and the story. I usually start with my impressions of good and bad parts. Then I write notes about changes, new ideas, story structures, and new scenes. I try to flesh out the main theme of the story and to write different summarized versions. I find it very useful to write down different versions of the pitch in order to find the true story behind the words. In this section I also include research I do on the subject matter (a period in time, a sport, a disease, a city, etc.).

			Characters and Talents

			This is, usually, just a first step toward a better understanding of the characters. By the end I often have a stand-alone binder dedicated to the characters. Here I write first impressions, back stories, positive and negative traits, possible references to other movies, etc. Also ideas for possible casting.

			Visuals and Sounds

			The deeper you go into the story, the more visual and auditory ideas will emerge. I collect these ideas even if they seem all over the place or totally disconnected. Slowly I’ll find the one that matters and scratch out the ones that don’t belong.

			Business: Cast, Crew

			In the last part I keep track of all important information that can affect the business side of this project. This includes sources for financing, distribution opportunities, marketing strategies, schedules and budgets notes, and how both cast and crew will influence the project. If the creative support I get from cast and crew has been taken in consideration in the other parts of the notebook, here I’m mostly concerned with how they might represent marketing assets or liabilities.

			As I said the medium is not important; what matters is to have the good habit of keeping tracks of ideas and events and have them at you fingertips.

			Script Breakdown

			In order to direct actors the very first thing that we need to know and understand is the script and the characters.

			There are several books out there about how to write a script and how to do a deep analysis to better communicate with the actors2.

			Here is the premise: if we consider it important that in every scene there must be conflict, and that in every scene every character must want something (possibly from each other), then the very first step for me is to understand who is winning, who is getting closer to his or her goal, and who is changing strategies during the “conflict.”

			There is a very important concept that every director must know: the beat.

			In the context of a film, a beat refers to an event, decision, or discovery that alters the way the protagonist pursues his or her goal.

			This means that every time the situation of a scene is altered because someone discovers something, a decision is made, or something happens that changes the direction of the scene, we have a beat.

			But why are the beats so important? Simply because they are the most important moments in our lives.

			They are the moments when our lives change, either because we are forced to change or because we decide to do so. What’s more important than that?

			As a storyteller you must be sure to find these moments and, as a filmmaker, you need to decide how you want to portray them.

			The very first thing is to figure out what a character wants and how he or she will try to get it. Every time something changes in the scene, mark it, and if the changes move one of the characters closer to his or her goal, put the name of that character beside the mark.

			The following is a scene from the movie The Hunger Games: Catching Fire.3 Notice how the change of framing follows a clear pattern from wide angles to close-ups with two clear moments of high tension. Who do you think won this scene?

			The scene opens with an almost charming President Snow and a passive-aggressive Katniss (Figures 7.22 to 7.24). He speaks of her “bravery,” her “spirit,” and then… her “contempt.” Then they strike a formal agreement “not to lie to each other.”
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			Figure 7.22
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			Figure 7.23
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			Figure 7.24

			The formality of the situation is visually supported by wide shots of this first part of the conversation.

			After President Snow invites Katniss to sit, the dance with mirrored coverage starts.

			The escalation of tension is highlighted by the dramatically charged increase of sizes (Figures 7.25 and 7.26).
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			Figure 7.25
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			Figure 7.26

			After complimenting Katniss for her strategy in the game and her “school girl routine,” the president admits that his problem is connected to how the other districts have interpreted her behavior as an “act of defiance not an act of love.” We are getting closer to the subject of this conversation: “And if a girl from District Twelve of all places can defy the Capitol and walk away unharmed…”

			“… What is to prevent them from doing the same?”

			Remember the word “contempt”? Isn’t that contempt that we see on Katniss’s face when she comments on President Snow’s concerns about the collapsing of the entire system? “It must be a fragile system if it can be brought down by just a few berries.”

			Contempt, defiance. The girl on fire is fencing with the devil and it’s time to teach her a lesson.

			President Snow doesn’t let the arrogance of the rebel get to him and he plays the next card. He knows that she is right (“Yes it is, indeed”), it’s time to play his bait: “But not in the way you imagined it.”

			The girl on fire is gearing up for the battle. She is ready and she is playing at home and her response to the president, “How should I imagine it?,” is at once defiant and full of contempt and in extreme close-up (Figure 7.27).
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			Figure 7.27

			The same extreme close-up that President Snow deserves for his full-throttle menace: “You should imagine thousands upon thousands of your people dead.” (Figure 7.28)
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			Figure 7.28

			President Snow’s explanation is like a razor and his rhetorical question “Would you like to be in a real war?” can receive only one answer.

			As every great scene, this one plays the ups and downs of tension very well, both through performance and coverage.

			The shifting of subject to the cookies seems to offer a moment of release both visually and dramatically. It’s actually the setup for the final attack by President Snow.

			“Why don’t you just kill me now” doesn’t sound like the same girl on fire. Whatever her expectation at the beginning of the scene was, now it’s clear that President Snow has been able to turn the situation in his favor. Not only do we have a final request with a clear message, we also have a double twist.

			The sequence of shots from 7.29 to 7.34 reduces the tension even if the dialogue is still intense. The proposal to be friends or at least ally is a change of tone and opens up to the possibility of a different scenario.
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			Figure 7.29
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			Figure 7.30
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			Figure 7.31
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			Figure 7.32
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			Figure 7.33
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			Figure 7.34

			“No, you convince me” (Figure 7.35) brings us back to the extreme close-up and the threatening subtext that has been President Snow’s underlying strategy (Figure 7.36).
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			Figure 7.35
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			Figure 7.36

			The last gesture, the gift of a flower (Figures 7.37 and 7.38), is the final deception before the ultimate threats: “You’ll convince me do it for the sake of your loved ones.” (Figure 7.39) And the smooth, slow push in into Katniss’s face tells us how important this revelation is for her (Figures 7.40 to 7.42).
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			Figure 7.37
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			Figure 7.38
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			Figure 7.39

			[image: ]

			Figure 7.40
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			Figure 7.41
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			Figure 7.42

			Once you know who’s winning you can focus on the deeper meaning of each line of dialogue and concentrate on how you want the audience to live those moments of change: the beats.

			Your assignment to practice with the beats is an easy one.

			
					Watch a scene you like from your favorite movie.

					Turn to the script and study how that scene is structured, paying attention to the story beats.

					Watch the scene again and see how the director decided to cover those beats.

			

			Once you know the structure of the scene and the beats that support that structure, you can make thoughtful decisions about the following variables4:

			
					Acting: how the actors will perform those particular moments of the script

					Blocking: how the movement around the set will help highlight the beats

					Camera movement and coverage: how the camera will capture these moments

					Editing: how the different angles will be organized in the final editing

					Visual components: which visual components (lighting, camera framing and movements, props, and set design) will help portray the beats in the most effective way

			

			Scene Checklist

			My last step on the script analysis and breakdown is inspired by the work of Elia Kazan (from his Kazan on Directing), Francis Ford Coppola (as he described it in “Behind the Scenes” of the DVD edition of The Godfather), and John Badham (from his book On Directing).

			I take the script apart and create a folder where, for every scene or every sequence, I answer a series of questions that those famous directors asked themselves while they were prepping their movies. And, of course, I add a little bit of my take on it.

			Use of the Scenes Breakdown Form

			The form is divided in sections. Each section is a subject that deserves attention and, sooner or later, you’ll have to make choices about them. This is a creative process that evolves over time. You don’t have to fill in the form all at once and you must give yourself time to review the information and change your mind if you want.

			In order to limit everything to one page (both sides), I assume that you’ll write your lengthy notes on each subject in your director’s journal and keep here only the most updated conclusions. Maintain as many forms as you need in the binder you keep with you on the set every day.
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			Sections:

			TRANSITION IN / TRANSITION OUT: You’ll have to figure this out in postproduction, but why not think about it before shooting? Maybe you can come up with an elegant transition or a juxtaposition that works best for the story. Remember that in order to achieve the best results, the transition must work on both sides: end of one scene, beginning of another.

			SYNOPSIS/CORE: In the synopsis try to concentrate on what happens in the scene. In the core, you want to concentrate on the reason for the scene to exist. What are the storytelling objectives that this scene achieves?

			TIME AND PLACE: Very important to think of time and place with two elements in particular: history and story. When and where are we in relation to the history of civilization and also when and where are we in relation to the story? What are the changes that might occur in an apartment while a couple lives there? What are the changes in fashion that affect a period of time?

			IMAGERY AND TONE: This is one of the most difficult because it is quite elusive. Would you say that the imagery and tone of Star Wars is similar to Blade Runner? Would you say that the imagery and tone of Avatar is similar to Dances with Wolves? Envision your movie and this scene within it. Think about how this scene can be part of an overall look and feel, or completely contrast with it.

			PITFALL/ SOLUTIONS: What are the risks of this scene, how am I trying to avoid them? You might want to keep a horror scene funny or a very dramatic scene with a supenseful subtext. The risk, always, is to push too much or too little. Think about what you want to achieve and what problems you might encounter. Sometimes the problems are time and money. Trust me, you are not alone.

			The second page should be more familiar because it’s the director’s checklist from John Badham On Directing. The questions are self-explanatory but if you want more insight into the process (and you definitely should), don’t hesitate to get Mr. Badham’s book.

			The result is the form you can find in the following pages, which you can download from http://www.sibamedia.com.

			How to Communicate What You “Sense”

			Making movies is a collaborative form of art. Even the most assertive and visionary director cannot make a movie on his own. It’s very important that you learn how to communicate effectively. Fortunately today there are a variety of tools that can help you at affordable prices.

			One of the main elements is the ability to communicate the vision to the different creative collaborators: director of photography, production designer, editor, sound designer, music composer, script supervisor. Yes, I do include the script supervisor as a creative collaborator because the best of them can truly help the director stay on track with his or her own vision even when chaos unfolds.

			One of the best ways to share your vision is, of course, trying to show things the way they are going to be. It’s what we call previsualization (or previz).

			Visual References

			Never be afraid to reference other movies, paintings, or still photography. If they fit in your vision, use them to showcase what you have in mind. Remember ”to steal ideas from one person is plagiarism; to steal from many is research.” There is nothing wrong with a lot of research. Especially considering that the next few tools rest completely on your creative shoulders.

			Software that I’ve found very helpful is Celtx (https://www.celtx.com/index.html). Celtx is a competitor of the industry standard Final Draft (https://www.finaldraft.com/). What Celtx adds is a series of tools that will help create a full database starting from the script breakdown. Unfortunately Celtx is not recognized as industry standard yet. This means that, as soon as you want to share the project with others, you’ll most probably have to import the script into Final Draft and adjust the inevitable issues.

			Storyboarding

			This is one of the tools used most often to communicate what you have in mind. Shot by shot you can show how you want to cover a scene in a very visual way (almost like a comic book) with more specific information about the camera movements and framings. If you are not very good at drawing, stick figures will do; otherwise you can hire a storyboard artist or buy software. The software I use is Frame Forge 3D (http://www.frameforge3d.com/). A little bit pricy and not that easy to use, but as soon as you invest some hours with its interface, it becomes a very useful tool.

			Floor Plan and Blocking Diagram

			Once the locations are chosen or the art department has designed the set, it’s possible for you to design the floor plan and imagine the blocking of the actors.

			Usually in order to get the most out of this tool, you’ll have to use some sort of presentation software (PowerPoint or Keynote) or have lots of diagrams on different pages because, as you can imagine, a piece of paper can become pretty crowded if we have all the information about actors and camera movement at the same time.

			Recently I’ve found a very effective new software called Shot Designer (http://www.hollywoodcamerawork.com/sd_index.html) that makes everything very easy and well organized.

			Postproduction Notes: Editing, Sound, and Music

			Even if you are still in development, don’t let the timeline fool you. Decisions about editing, sound, and music are already on the table. Most of them will affect the decisions you make on the set while shooting.

			So invest time to save time. Think ahead about how you see the final product.

			Editing Style

			Do you see lots of cuts? Watch an episode of Friday Night Lights (Figures 7.43 to 7.45). 
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			Figure 7.43
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			Figure 7.44

			[image: ]

			Figure 7.45

			Do you see long shots covering an entire scene (watch Children of Men [Figures 7.46 to 7.48] and notice how many times there is a cut in the middle of a scene)? Remember that coverage from multiple angles will give you more freedom and opportunity to cover mistakes or poor performances during the editing process.
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			Figure 7.46
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			Figure 7.47
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			Figure 7.48

			Sound Design

			You know now how to listen to the world around you. Think how to use the sound to enhance the experience of the audience. Watch the first few minutes of Saving Private Ryan (Figure 7.49) to see how the sound design has been used to internalize the war experience from Tom Hanks’s character’s perspective.
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			Figure 7.49

			Music

			Already think which kind of music you’d like to have. Modern music, orchestra, songs of the time. You have so many choices at your disposal but everything comes with a price. The license of a well-known song might be too pricy for an independent production. On the other side there are many talented music composers who can score the movie beautifully. I remember that I was pretty scared to work with a composer because I didn’t know how I was supposed to talk to them. When I discovered that they want to talk about story and emotions and beats, I discovered that actually we were talking the same language — it was their job to translate all of this into notes that can tell a story.

			Shooting Procedure

			The shooting procedure is a golden rule that should never be broken.

			Once you are on the set it’s important to follow a few steps in order to make sure that everybody works in the most effective way.

			As a first-time director, the general approach is to jump the gun trying to put everything together at the same time. One of the classic mistakes is to get to the set and tell the actors where to stand and how to move around, describing in detail where you are going to put the camera, etc.

			This is a big error. As a director your job is to awaken possibilities in other people.

			All the work and preparation about camera angles, blocking, and lighting now is going to be tested by the reality of the set. But don’t be stubborn; if something emerges from the interactions with actors and crew that sounds better than what you imagined, embrace it. It’s part of your job as director to inspire the creative instinct in others.

			The shooting procedure will help you to keep everything organized and creative.

			Step 1: Blocking

			With the actors, figure out their blocking in the most natural way. Simultaneously have a quiet conversation with the director of photography about how to cover the scene. Once the blocking is over, you send the actors away and let the director of photography prep the set.

			Step 2: Lighting

			Once the director of photography knows where the actors are going to be at any given moment of the scene, he or she can light the scene and prep the technology needed for the camera movement (camera on tripod, dolly, steady cam, job arm, etc.).

			Step 3: Rehearsal

			Once the lighting is done, actors are back on the set for a final rehearsal, to fine-tune their performance. The camera also will operate to be sure they can capture the story according to your vision. Once everything is ready, then we can shoot.

			Step 4: Shooting

			Finally the sound and the camera are ready and everybody will wait for you to say: Action!

			• • •

			And now, let’s see how everything comes together in one of my ultimate favorite scenes.

			

			
				
					1  Making Movies, by Sidney Lumet (Vintage), p. 81.

				

				
					2  Directing Feature Films by Mark Travis (Michael Wiese Productions, Second Edition) and Directing Actors by Judith Weston (Michael Wiese Productions)

				

				
					3 The Hunger Games: Catching Fire (2013). After arriving safely home from their unprecedented victory in the 74th Annual Hunger Games, Katniss Everdeen (Jennifer Lawrence) and Peeta Mellark (Josh Hutcherson) discover that they must do a quick turnaround and begin a Victors’ Tour. As she and Peeta travel throughout the districts, Katniss senses a rebellion is stirring. However, President Snow (Donald Sutherland) proves that he is still very much in control when word comes of a cruel change in the rules for the upcoming 75th Annual Hunger Games.

				

				
					4  The Visual Story by Bruce Block (Focal Press, Second Edition)

				

			

		

	

8.

			A Case Study: 

			Dead Poets Society
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This scene from Dead Poets Society has reached legendary status. Tom Schulman won the Academy Award for his script and both the director, Peter Weir, and the leading actor, Robin Williams, were nominated.

			The story is about a new English teacher, John Keating (Robin Williams), who is introduced to an all-boys preparatory school that is known for its ancient traditions and high standards. He uses unorthodox methods to reach out to his students, who face enormous pressures from their parents and the school. With Keating’s help, students Neil Perry (Robert Sean Leonard), Todd Anderson (Ethan Hawke), and others learn to break out of their shells, pursue their dreams, and seize the day. “Carpe diem,” anybody?

			If you are seriously committed to becoming a filmmaker, this scene should already be very familiar to you. We are twenty minutes into the movie, and the main exposition of theme and the conflict is all in these four minutes and fifty seconds of masterful filmmaking.

			In this scene Professor Keating explains his unconventional approach to literature, inspiring his students and setting up the basics of the main conflict with the institution.

			You can find the scene at http://www.sibamedia.com.

			If you remember what I told you at the beginning of this book about learning from the masters, it shouldn’t be a surprise if I tell you to watch the scene and then analyze what you feel. If this scene has the effect that it has already had on most audiences around the world, you should feel moved and inspired. Almost a life-changing experience not dissimilar from the one that Professor Keating’s students experience.

			But how does the director pull it off? Is it just the amazing script or is there more?

			Let’s start breaking down the scene shot by shot and see how the puzzle has been put together.

			Remember: your goal as storyteller is to inspire the audience.

			The scene is well structured in three acts.

			Act 1

			The scene begins with Professor Keating telling a student to read the preface of the book.

			We open the scene in a very formal way — the camera is positioned between the teacher and the students. We look at the professor from the point of view of a first-row student, and we look at the students from the point of view of the professor. Both camera setups are on a dolly moving accordingly. (Figures 8.1 to 8.14)
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			Figure 8.1
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			Figure 8.2
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			Figure 8.3
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			Figure 8.4
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			Figure 8.5
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			Figure 8.6
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			Figure 8.7
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			Figure 8.8
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			Figure 8.9
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			Figure 8.10
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			Figure 8.11
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			Figure 8.12
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			Figure 8.13
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			Figure 8.14
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			Figure 8.15
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			Figure 8.16
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			Figure 8.17
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			Figure 8.18
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			Figure 8.19
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			Figure 8.20

			Act 2

			”Excrement.” This word changes everything. The call to action to move into a new, unexpected world. Some students are more reticent but the teacher needs just one brave, young heart to start the revolution.

			The first true close-up is for this young man, Charlie Dalton (Figures 8.21 to 8.25), who dares to follow Keating’s challenge. At this point the scene changes rhythms and intensity (Figures 8.26 to 8.40).
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			Figure 8.21
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			Figure 8.22
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			Figure 8.23

			[image: ]

			Figure 8.24
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			Figure 8.25
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			Figure 8.26
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			Figure 8.27
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			Figure 8.28
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			Figure 8.29
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			Figure 8.30
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			Figure 8.31
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			Figure 8.32
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			Figure 8.33
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			Figure 8.34
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			Figure 8.35
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			Figure 8.36
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			Figure 8.37
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			Figure 8.38
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			Figure 8.39
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			Figure 8.40

			When everybody starts ripping the pages, the camera wanders around the classroom highlighting behaviors (notice how Cameron is not able to loosen up and use a ruler?) and excitement until another professor, thinking that the class is misbehaving, interrupts the fun (Figures 8.41 to 8.50).
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			Figure 8.41
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			Figure 8.42
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			Figure 8.43
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			Figure 8.44
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			Figure 8.45
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			Figure 8.46
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			Figure 8.47
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			Figure 8.48
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			Figure 8.49
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			Figure 8.50

			His surprised face when he discovers that Keating is well aware of the situation and actually approves it is the first step toward the most dramatic resolution, the conflict with the institution.

			Now we enter act three.

			Act 3

			And now the magic happens. Next time we get into the classroom is through the lenses of a camera that places us right in the middle of the action, while we follow the trash bin moving from hand to hand around the class and we land right in front of Keating addressing the class (Figures 8.51 to 8.55).
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			Figure 8.51
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			Figure 8.52
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			Figure 8.53

			[image: ]

			Figure 8.54
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			Figure 8.55

			The following setup places us in a lower angle, lower then the eye level of the other students but right in the middle of all of them, so that when Professor Keating invites them to “huddle up,” we are right there with them (Figures 8.56 to 8.60).
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			Figure 8.56
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			Figure 8.57
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			Figure 8.58
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			Figure 8.59

			[image: ]

			Figure 8.60

			He is sharing a secret and we want to hear it. In a few seconds, in the most important beat of the scene, our desire to be closer is satisfied and now we are going to be in the front row, right among our classmates listening to the final, inspiring words that will change their lives, and maybe ours, forever (Figures 8.61 to 8.66).
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			Figure 8.61
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			Figure 8.62
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			Figure 8.63
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			Figure 8.64
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			Figure 8.65
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			Figure 8.66

			The reason is simple. We are not a spectator placed in the neutral position, the divider between teacher and students of the early shots. Now we are the students, we are part of his class and Professor Keating’s speech goes beyond the fourth wall.

			The camera looks down on him, exactly how the other students are looking at him. His passionate address to the class and how the other students react happens right in our face, as if we were right there with them. This is the power of this amazing scene, masterfully written and directed, which has inspired millions of people around the world1.

			The series of camera shots have transformed us from spectator to active characters in this “powerful play” that is life.

			Because the question that Professor Keating is asking is not only for his students, it’s for each and every one of us. It’s the question that, after this long journey of sensorial exploration, I want you to think long and hard about before you answer: What will your verse be?

			

			
				
					1  And if you are not sure about it, do some research on YouTube or Facebook and look what happened to the world when Robin Williams died. Search the words “Oh Captain, my captain” and if you were like me, watching this movie when you were between sixteen and twenty years old, I bet you are already choking up.

				

			

		

	

9.

			Conclusion
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Although the concept behind this book was clear in my mind early on, it was critical for me to be sure that I was working with more than just a fancy title.

			Just as you took your journey reading these pages, I took mine while I was writing them and now I’d like to share with you two unexpected discoveries I made along the way.

			The first one is about experiencing movies.

			How to Experience Movies

			One of my goals has been to help you learn how to experience life in a way that will aid your storytelling skills. Similarly, I hope that you have learned how to experience movies in a different way.

			By now, you should be able to dissect scenes, shots, and acting beats to figure out how they work together. You can apply the methods I collected and analyzed for you about the Dead Poets Society scene in the Case Study chapter to any scene from any movie you like.

			This is the beauty of it: another level of fun is awaiting you. Watching a scene to discover how and why it works adds another layer of appreciation.

			You might think that I have ruined your ability to simply enjoy movies. On the contrary; I hope that I have added to your experience. One of my students recently told me that he couldn’t watch movies anymore without paying attention to many technical details, robbing him of a filmgoer’s simple pleasures. After analyzing the movies that he was watching we realized that it wasn’t his new approach; rather, the problem was that he was watching bad movies. Bad movies can’t pull him into the story and enable him to suspend his disbelief. With his senses very alert, he was noticing many more things that were wrong.

			That’s why I suggest you follow the six steps of movie experiences:

			Step 1: The Popcorn Experience

			Watch the movie for the first time, possibly in a theater. Sit down, enjoy the trailers and the popcorn. The taste of the butter, the softness of the seat, the elbow of the stranger at your side, these are all part of the experience. Watch it and enjoy it. Let it pass through you and feel all the emotions. If it’s a good movie, you’ll store the memorable moments in your mind; if it’s a bad one, hopefully you’ll forget it soon.

			Step 2: The Roger Ebert Experience

			Go back to the movie or the scene you’d like to analyze, and take out your pen and notepad. Lean forward; it’s time to focus. Watch the scene and pay attention to what happened in the moments you remember, the ones you felt the most. Write down the time, the frame size, and the event for each.

			Step 3: Play with Senses, Part 1 — No Sound

			When one sense is turned off, other senses are heightened. While watching movies, this means that without sound it’s easier to notice nuances in performance, editing cuts, and even little mistakes (continuity errors). While you are in this mode, watch the scene at least twice. The first time, you’ll be surprised by the new discoveries; the second time, you’ll be able to keep a record of them all.

			Step 4: Play with Senses, Part 2 — No Video

			Now block out the images, but keep the sound on. The sound and music become another layer of storytelling hints and nuances that your overwhelming sense of sight was preventing you from taking in. Try to pay attention to how sound is also queued to affect your brain. In particular notice if the sound and music have been used to support or contrast the visual.

			Step 5: Shot by Shot, Design the Blocking Diagram and Camera Setups

			You should be familiar enough with this scene to be able to design the floorplan with the main props and furniture, the position and movement of the characters, and the position and movement of the camera. (As described in a previous chapter, the software Shot Designer http://www.hollywoodcamerawork.com/sd_index.html) can simplify and speed up your process quite a bit.) In particular for the camera setups, note the use of different shots from the same setup. Often, during the editing, we cut back and forth between a series of setups. For us it doesn’t matter how many times the footage from a certain setup is used; what matters is whether it comes from a common setup. A scene might have one hundred cuts but only two setups.

			Step 6: Identify the Beats

			For the last step you’ll need the support of the original script or a transcription of the scene’s dialogue. Then, start to notice which kind of shots were used to cover a certain part of the dialogue and, every time the coverage changes, ask yourself if it changed to merely follow the action, or did the change highlight an event? A beat? Remember the analysis that was done for the scene from The Hunger Games: Catching Fire.

			Following these six steps will allow you to reserve your first viewing of a movie for the full emotional experience. Then, switch hats and, in subsequent viewings, use your tools to learn from it.

			Love at First Sight: The Importance of Opening Scenes

			The second thing that surprised me while I was writing this book is the importance of the first few minutes of every movie. It is literally like falling in love at first sight.

			While I was doing my research I watched all the movies I wanted to reference from the beginning. It wasn’t the most time-effective approach but it was the richest and most emotional.

			After comparing many opening scenes, I realized that there are different strategies a director can decide to use.

			The range goes from “where the movie poster left you, the movie starts” to “a metaphorical exploration of the theme of the movie.”

			Let’s start with a beginning that we are already familiar with — that Hitchcock masterpiece Rear Window.

			The opening scene is absolutely astonishing, especially considering the technology that he had at his disposal at that time.

			This is a classic example of what I call an “explicit” opening sequence.

			The title of the movie is Rear Window and the very first thing that we see is… a rear window. No much subtext there.

			It’s one of the best ways to pull the audience in, reinforcing what they know already by the title, the poster, and the log line of the movie. Show what it’s about: it’s about the title, of course. And if you paid attention to what I wrote in Chapter 2 about touch, you should know how rich the next few minutes are, where we are introduced to our protagonist and his world.

			And if you think that this is an old way to introduce a story, look at the other movie we dealt with in Chapter 2: Back to the Future. A movie about time travel and the first things that we see are clocks, lots of them.

			Again, with one shot, the director reveals so much information about the story and its characters.

			Many other memorable movies begin with explicit opening sequences: Jaws starts with the point of view of the shark and Duel with the point of view of the car (Steven Spielberg always felt that the two of them were, basically, the same movie). But my ultimate favorite, the one most on the nose, is Star Wars. First thing you see are the stars, then the war. Simple and brilliant.

			Other movies have opening shots and sequences that are more complex. Instead of showing us exactly what the title says, they are more abstract.

			A good example is City of God, where the director created a metaphor for the rest of the movie through the point of view of the chicken.

			As my editing teacher and mentor, Danny Green, told me once, this director was able to make us believe that a chicken can think.

			The opening shot and sound establish a feeling (fear) but then the samba kicks in and the little story of the relentless chicken becomes a metaphor for the tone of the story that we are going to watch.

			At the other extreme of the spectrum are those movies where the opening shot is a pure metaphorical representation of the film that follows. A masterful example of this one is The Godfather.

			Starting with the words “I love America” on black, the opening immediately establishes the tone of the drama. The gigantic face charged with emotions… the screen slowly gets smaller and smaller revealing that the real giant of the scene is actually the godfather. A person who, with a gesture of his hand, can make things happen. A pure metaphor of what the Godfather trilogy is about: power.

			Now, as you can see, it’s very important, as director and storyteller, to pay extreme attention to the first few frames of a movie. They are crucial to pull the audience in.

			When you are thinking about your own opening scene, use the Director’s Checklist to finalize what really matters and see if the best way to go would be an explicit opening scene or a metaphorical one.

			After this “sensorial journey” I hope that you’ll feel more comfortable in developing the skills and the creative approach that a director must have. 

			A director’s senses must be always alert, must always be at your disposal so that you can notice things in life that others might not. By now you should know more about yourself and the things that you care about, the story you really want to tell.

			If you have followed the steps and the assignments, you definitely should be ready to move forward and be a powerful storyteller because your approach is going to be grounded in the truth of our perception of day-to-day life. After all, we are telling stories that are one big lie (sets instead of real places, lenses that capture a portion of the reality, actors instead of real people, etc.), but the goal is to go to the core of universal truths.

			Remember: What you’ve learned is not static, what you’ve done and experienced is not over; being a director, a storyteller, is an ongoing process, is a 24/7 job, is a journey.

			Good luck, and “May the Force be with you. Always.”

		

	

Appendix A

			Movie References

			Ran (1985) (Greenwich Film Productions)

			The Matrix (1999) (Warner Bros.)

			Rear Window (1977) (Paramount Pictures)

			Back to the Future (1985) (Universal Pictures)

			Nine (2009) (The Weinstein Company)

			Avatar (2009) (20th Century Fox)

			Jaws (1975) (Zanuck/Brown Productions)

			Star Wars IV: A New Hope (1977) (LucasFilm Ltd)

			The Big Chill (1983) (Columbia Pictures)

			The Abyss (1989) (20th Century Fox)

			Atonement (2007) (Universal Pictures)

			City of God (2002) (O2 Films)

			Saving Private Ryan (1998) (DreamWorks SKG)

			Blade Runner (1982) (The Ladd Company)

			The Godfather (1972) (Paramount Pictures)

			The Usual Suspects (1995) (PolyGram Filmed Entertainment)

			Dead Poets Society (1989) (Touchstone Pictures)

			Terminator 3: Rise of the Machines (2003) (C-2 Pictures)

			Se7en (1995) (Cecchi Gori Pictures)

			The Hunger Games: Catching Fire (2013) (Color Force)

			Munich (2005) (DreamWorks SKG)

			Alien (1979) (Brandywine Productions)

			Shanghai Express (1932) (Paramount Pictures)

			Desire (1936) (Paramount Pictures)

			Friday Night Lights (2006) (Imagine Television)

			Children of Men (2006) (Universal Pictures)

			



	

Appendix B

			Book References

			Directing Feature Films by Mark Travis (Michael Wiese Productions, Second Edition)

			The Visual Story by Bruce Block (Focal Press, Second Edition)

			Kazan on Directing by Elia Kazan (Vintage)

			John Badham on Directing by John Badham (Michael Wiese Productions)

			Making Movies by Sidney Lumet (Alfred A. Knopf)

			Directing Actors by Judith Weston (Michael Wiese Productions)

			Making a Good Script Great by Linda Seger (Silman-James Press)

			The Writer’s Journey: Mythic Structure for Storytellers & Screenwriters by Christopher Vogler (Michael Wiese Productions)

			Adventures in the Screen Trade by William Goldman (Warner Books)

			Making a Good Script Great by Linda Seger (Silman-James Press)

			The Art of Plotting: How to Add Emotion, Excitement, and Depth to Your Writing by Linda J. Cowgill (Back Stage Books)

			Writing Short Films: Structure and Content for Screenwriters by Linda J. Cowgill (Lone Eagle Publishing)

			If It’s Purple Someone Is Going to Die: The Power of Color in Visual Storytelling by Patti Bellantoni (Focal Press)

			Save the Cat! by Blake Snyder (Michael Wiese Productions)
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