Quick glossary of film terms

BACK LIGHTING – the scene is lit from behind the actors, causing a silhouette, and sometimes a ‘halo’ around the figure/s.
BACK PROJECTION – images are projected behind the actors, so they appear to be somewhere other than on a sound stage or film set, eg street scenes.

BRIDGING SHOT – the same scene changes to show the passing of time.  With a SOUND BRIDGE, the same sound continues into the next shot, linking the two.

CHIAROSCURO – the lighting shows heavy contrast between light and shade.

CLOSE-UP An image in which the subject fills most of the frame and little of the surroundings is shown. Typically, a CU will be of a person’s face/expression. A head/shoulders shot is a MED(IUM) CU.

CUT The most common transition between shots, made by splicing/joining the end of one shot to the beginning of the following one. A sense of the dramatic is conveyed if a number of brief shots are cut together in a whole series, as FAST CUTTING. 

(A JUMP CUT moves quickly from one shot to another, in such a way that you notice it, and a MATCH CUT moves from one shot to a very similar one; the most famous being the cut from space station to floating bone in Kubrick’s 2001)
CA = CUTAWAY. A shot which briefly interrupts the visual presentation of a subject to show something else - useful for making a quick, telling association.

 CROSS-CUTTING (or SHOT/REVERSE-SHOT). Alternating shots that follow the exchanges in a dialogue, switching back and forth between two speakers.  These are often at eye level.

DEEP FOCUS.  The lens is deployed so that items at the back of the frame are in focus, as well as at the front.

DIAGETIC SOUND comes from within the frame; it is a consequence of the action you see (ie the sound of a hammer, and someone hammering).  If it comes from OUTSIDE the frame, either as a sound effect or musical score, it is NON-DIAGETIC.

DUTCH ANGLE Camera angle which ‘skews’ the image from the vertical/horizontal of the picture frame. Doors may appear slanted, etc., producing a deliberately disorientating effect.

DISSOLVE Or, more accurately: LAP (= ‘Overlap") DISSOLVE. A transition between shots in which one shot begins to fade out as the next shot fades in, overlapping the first shot before replacing it. Typically used to give a change of scene-setting.

ESTABLISHING SHOT.  The opening shot, which sets the scene for the rest of the film.

 FADE Fade In - Fade Out: the effect of changing the image gradually from black to full visuals, or the reverse (typically, in old films, at the end).

FRAME – OPEN.  The subjects move freely in and out of the frame, which does not set a border to the action.

FRAME – CLOSED. The subjects are contained within the frame, which does set a border to the action.

 FX = (Sound) Effects: sounds in the film other than music or dialogue.

HAND-HELD – the camera is not stabilised, and so gives a jerky effect.

 HA = High Angle: a shot giving a view of the subject from above.

 LA = Low Angle: a shot giving a view of the subject as seen from below eye-level.

MISE-EN-SCÈNE – that which is contained within the frame, and how the director moves it around.

 MIX A combination on the sound track, for a particular effect, of music, dialogue and/or FX

MONTAGE – editing, but stresses the ‘building up’ rather than the ‘cutting up’ of the film.  ACCELERATED MONTAGE is a sequence of edits which become shorter and shorter.

OVER THE SHOULDER – the back of the subject is seen in the front of the shot.

 PAN ‘Panning’ is the effect achieved when the (stationary) camera pivots horizontally to take in a panoramic image.

POINT OF VIEW – we see the shot as through the eyes of a character.

PULL BACK – the camera pulls away from the subject.

REACTION SHOT – shows characters’ reaction to what’s going on or being said, rather than the speaker or the action itself. 

REVERSE ANGLE – switching to the other side in a conversation or action – see SHOT REVERSE SHOT

SEQUENCE A consecutive series of related scenes, acting as a major story-telling unit.

SHOT – an unbroken, uncut piece of film, no edits.

SOFT FOCUS –using a filter which makes the outlines go fuzzy.

TRACKING Filming while the (track-mounted) camera is moving.

WIDE ANGLE – a broad-angle lens, which brings a wide panorama into shot, without panning. A very broad angle lens, which distorts the picture by ‘bending’ the subject, is called a FISH EYE.

 WIPE A transition between shots, usually between scenes, in which it appears that a shot is pushed off the screen by the next shot: usually, a vertical SHARP or BLURRED line moves across the screen, literally ‘wiping’ out the previous shot and replacing it with the next one.

 ZOOM Use of a zoom lense to cause the image of the subject either to increase in size as the area being filmed seems to decrease (ZI = Zoom In), or to decrease in size as the filmed area fills the screen (ZO = Zoom Out).

