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Directing, Part 1 — 
The Camera

“Directing is almost like keeping four balls in the air on a 
monocycle with a train approaching behind you.”

— Guillermo del Toro, director

So what is directing? What are your responsibilities? How do you “direct”?
Directing covers working with the actors on the set, talking about what they’re 

doing and how, and using the camera to help tell your story and bring your “vision” 
to the screen. A director works with the crew, particularly the director of photog-
raphy, to find the best possible shots to film the action. It is also a good start to 
have an understanding of cameras and lenses. As a director you need a strong 
vision and an overview of what the whole piece is. The entire project should be 
in your head in one shape or form in order for you to maintain the tone, pace, 
and feel of the film. Directing is also the ability to be able to think in cuts. How 
do you see the scene edited together? How can you possibly make decisions or 
answer questions on what to see or where to shoot if you don’t know if it will fit 
in the finished film? Basically, directing is about knowing what you want.

All of the examples that follow I learned the hard way and the best way, 
through experience. I’ve sat in an edit suite cursing myself for missing a shot, or 
realized I never shot the wide / master of a whole scene so am now without a shot 
of a character walking away.

C H A P T E R  5
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ATTITUDE AND APPROACH

Perhaps one of the most important parts of directing is tone. Once the tone of the 

film has been decided, this can help answer a lot of questions that may come your 

way. Tone is something that will come to you as you read the script: the pace, the 

feel, the style. In pre-production and during the shoot, if the costume department, 

set designer, cameraman, or actor come to you with a question, knowing the tone 

of the film will help you answer it. If you know the tone, you know how fast to 

move the dolly or how dark that scene should be. It helps you make decisions on 

camera style, or even down the line for the grade in post-production. If you work 

on this and nail it down early on, it paves the way for other aspects to find their 

place. Tone tells me things like my opening shot and what the music is like. It sets 

the pace and lets the audience know what they’re watching.

Here’s a good quote to remember:

“Let the emotion of the scene direct your direction.” 

— Director Joe Wright

Once you come at it from this position, everything falls into place. So if you 

have a slow intimate scene of an old man visiting the grave of his recently departed 

wife, and he gently walks to the headstone, lays flowers, and takes a moment 

before slowly walking away, is there any radical approach required here? It’s prob-

ably going to be a quiet and graceful sequence, so you can rule out handheld whip 

pans and Dutch angles. You don’t need a close-up of his feet as he walks in the 

grass. No handheld over-the-shoulder shots as we follow him in. More than likely, 

it will be a long, slow dolly move or a static shot on a wide to show he’s alone, and 

then a close-up on his face to see the emotion he’s feeling.

Filmmaking usually means shooting scenes out of order. First on the schedule 

might be the last scene of the film. The next could be Scene 14, followed by Scene 

2. So in order for you to judge the tone and pace, and to help your actors, you have 

to know where you are in the story emotionally and technically at any given time.
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CONFIDENCE

Confidence plays a big part in directing, and like most things you need to find a 

balance. Too confident and you’re unapproachable, and the crew will dislike you 

very quickly. You find yourself being closed to suggestions, as your approach is 

the one and only avenue. A lack of confidence, and you’re a pushover and every 

crew member suggests things left, right, and center. You try to accommodate 

and please everyone, and what you end up with in the edit is a mess. It’s a fine 

line. Someone might suggest a better shot or idea than yours. If it works, should 

you go with it? Of course! Why use your (lesser) idea and dismiss theirs just 

to remind people you are the director? You are still the person in control of the 

creative process.

The key to confidence is to be prepared, which we’ll address next. Remember, 

there will always be moments when self-doubt kicks in. You’ll question if you can 

do it, if you can pull it off, and you’ll convince yourself that everyone will hate 

your film. Director Steven Spielberg said something that has always stuck with 

me: “There is a moment in every film when you think you’ve got the biggest hit 

of the century, and other moments when you’re going to walk away embarrassed 

from this. Those feelings can exist within an hour of each other, or a day, or are 

pulling and pushing you in the editing process.”

Self-doubt happens to us all. The trick is to not to let it stop you.

PREPARATION — 

SHOT LISTS AND STORYBOARDS

Three keywords for success: preparation, preparation, preparation. Finding what 

works for you in this area is important. You may write shot lists, draw story-

boards, or both, but whatever you do, find what you like and stick with that. A 

shot list comprises of all the shots you’d like to get done in that day’s shooting. It 

might look something like this:
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1. Wide dinner table
2. Medium Dad
3. Medium Mom
4. 2 shot of little Jonny and Susie
5. Close-up food on Jonny’s plate as it flies off the table
6. Medium on dog as he eats food off the floor

So there you have a shot list for our little scene. I think it covers the shots we 
need to tell the story.

Now, the trick here is to not overcomplicate things. I’ve also seen shot lists 
like this:

1. Wide of Dad at the dinner table up to the line “Jonny, eat your greens, 
boy”

2. Shot of Jonny turning to Dad
3. Wide of Dad at the dinner table as he says, “Come on now,” turns to 

mother, and smiles at her before resuming eating dinner
4. Shot on mother as she watches Susie eat her sausages . . .

The difference here is that this shot list isn’t written as shots or individual 
setups of the camera, but as how the director sees it playing in the edit. Shots 1 
and 3 are the same camera setup. So the DP might look at this list at a glance 
and think they have more shots to light than they do. There is also too much 
information listed. Unless it is a special situation, dialogue is covered in the 
script. For basic shot lists, it helps things if the list is concise and brief. You 
need to be able to glance at it and get the information quickly, not have to read 
lines and lines of superfluous information. Then, as you shoot, you cross off the 
shots as you go.
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STORYBOARDS

Storyboards are little pictures showing the action, much like a comic book. They 
might look like this image:

You don’t have to be a fantastic artist to draw storyboards; stickmen will 
suffice! Some directors use storyboards and some don’t, and both have their 
reasons. Some don’t even use shot lists and just wing it, doing whatever they 
feel. Filming scenes can be complex, even simple ones, and you don’t want to find 
yourself missing important shots to help tell your story. For every director who 
champions storyboarding everything in the film, you’ll find one that doesn’t like 
doing it. Some directors claim it hinders their instincts when on set. Both are 
right in their own way, but the trick is to find your way.

I like to use shot lists for every scene, and then storyboard anything that 
involves other departments such as visual or practical effects. The special-effects 
people need to know what shots you’re planning so they can prepare for their 
work. With visual effects / CGI work, that department needs to know what 
shots are live action and what is green screen in order to make the required 
elements bring the scene together. Having a storyboard keeps everyone on the 
same page.

5.1 An example of a storyboard
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COVERAGE — 

HOW TO “COVER” OR SHOOT A SCENE

This is probably the biggest and most important aspect of directing. Tattoo this 
on the inside of your eyelids:

Coverage is KING.

What exactly is coverage? Coverage is how you plan on filming the scene 
before you. How are you going to stage it? With what shots? From where?

Once you realize that everything you are doing is about the edit, then you are on 
your way to a better understanding of what material you need on set. Filming tradi-
tional coverage has been the standard approach in Hollywood since movies began.

Some filmmakers disagree with the notion of coverage, and prefer to call it 
“dump truck directing”: shooting everything with no idea how it might come 
together. I disagree with this. With coverage, you can still use your shots the way 
you intended, but if a better idea comes late in the edit, you have the additional 
shots to put the scene together in a different way. Another benefit of coverage is 
the ability to cut a scene down if your film is running a little long, either for your 
own sensibilities or to fit a broadcast transmission. If your scenes are all single 
shots, then you are stuck with those shots and their length can’t change.

So let’s look at a scenario of two people talking in a room. For this coverage 
the approach could be:

 � Master / Wide

 � Single shot character A

 � Single shot character B

Or commonly referred to as “Master, Single, Single.” This is the foundation 
which you can then build upon and tweak to your heart’s content. This approach 
is different to shooting wide, medium, or close-up of all action. Shooting every 
scene like this would be dump-truck directing; you’re just collecting footage. 
Coverage is knowing how you want the scene to look and giving yourself options. 
Start with this and then add or subtract accordingly.
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Let’s make our example a couple in a coffee shop. The scene involves a girl breaking 
up with her boyfriend. So we have a master / wide of the couple on a sofa or at a table 
to give us a sense of place, and then we can shoot two single angles of each of the char-
acters. Now of course this is just how you are going to film the scene; you might edit 
this together in any number of ways. The two single shots could be two medium shots, 
medium close-ups, or close-ups. That’s a decision you and your cameraperson make.

So your shot list might look like this:

Wide coffee shop
Medium boyfriend
Medium girlfriend

5.1a A wide shot of our coffee shop

5.1b The first single: Medium shot on the boyfriend

5.1c The second single: Medium shot on the girlfriend
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As the scene is about her breaking up with him, you might want to be in 
tighter on their faces when she breaks the news to convey the emotion. So you 
could add two close-ups to the list, too:

Wide coffee shop
Medium boyfriend
Close-up boyfriend
Medium girlfriend
Close-up girlfriend

If time is of the essence, you might settle for the two singles being two 
medium close-ups. Maybe at the end the girlfriend hands back a set of house 
keys. The wide shot wouldn’t show this detail, and in the medium singles they 
could be out of frame, so now we add another shot to our list:

Wide coffee shop
Medium boyfriend
Close-up boyfriend
Medium girlfriend
Close-up girlfriend
Insert close-up of keys being handed over

As the girl leaves, he watches her go and so we might have a wide of that 
from his point of view. So we add that to the list. This could be considered a nice 
add-on and isn’t essential, but you could shoot it if you had time. (This extra wide 
shot is in a different direction to the first wide view, so wouldn’t use the same 
setup.) So now we have:

Wide coffee shop
Medium boyfriend
Close-up boyfriend
Medium girlfriend
Close-up girlfriend
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Insert close-up of keys being handed over
Wide of girl leaving coffee shop

So how much of this coffee-shop scene do we film from each of our setups? 
Inserts aside, you’d film all of it from top to bottom. So if the scene lasts four 
pages, each wide and single angle would contain the whole four pages of the scene. 
This way you have the scene covered. If you are in the edit and wonder what the 
boy’s reaction is when she says she’s leaving, you can bring up his angle and find 
it. You might want to edit the scene so you play 80% of it with one character just 
listening to the other. It’s all about their reactions. If you don’t film this, then you 
can’t use it. Obviously it’s good to use common sense, too: If you are just filming 
the keys going on the table or being handed over, you don’t need four pages of 
empty hands as we wait for the keys to appear . . .

There are different approaches to coverage. Cinematographer Roger Deakins 
was interviewed for American Cinematographer magazine about his work on The 
Village (2004), directed by M. Night Shyamalan. They shot a wide of two people 
walking and talking before the characters stopped and finished their conversation. 
The only coverage they shot was this wide. Deakins asked about shooting singles, 
but Shyamalan declined, as that was the way he wanted to play it in the edit. 
“Night definitely has a different idea about shooting, and it’s very minimalist,” 
observed Deakins. “Often we weren’t even in front of an actor when he or she 
was talking, and sometimes you don’t even see the actor who’s talking.” Director 

5.2 The Village
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Shyamalan adds, “I don’t do traditional coverage per se, where meanings and state-
ments are created in the editing. With that method, the personality of a scene, 
sequence, and ultimately the whole movie is often decided and / or found much 
later on. That certainly works for many filmmakers, but it’s just not my thing.” 
Watch the movie, and at 11 minutes in you see an example of this. This is a very 
confident and ballsy approach. Be sure that this is how you want the material to 
play out, as there is no turning back other than a reshoot!

You could alter our coffee-shop scenario and film a wide, slowly pushing into 
a two shot and adding an insert of the keys. This way, there is only one way this 
scene can play. After blocking the scene with the actors and conferring with your 
cameraperson, you may find that the scene plays perfectly well in the wider shot. 
You could just go with that.

So what happens if there are more than two people in the scene? Then things 
get more involved. If the coverage for the scene mentioned in the coffee shop was 
Master, Single, Single, we now have Master, Single, Single, Single. In Lord of the 
Rings and Harry Potter, where some scenes have seven or eight people sitting 
around a table, the shoots can go on for a week or more to get all necessary 
coverage. You can be slightly economical in your approach; it’s good filmmaking to 
do so. Perhaps two of the three people are related or married. You might consider 
turning this extra single shot into a two shot to help show the audience they are 
related in some way. This way you might not need that extra shot since you’ve just 
turned two single setups into one. Your choice of shot size can really help you tell 
your story and decide on what coverage you need.

Let’s look at another example of how your camera coverage could help tell 
your story. Say we have the girlfriend, her boyfriend, and now the boyfriend’s best 
friend having coffee. So our coverage becomes:

Wide coffee shop
Medium girlfriend
Medium boyfriend
Medium boyfriend’s friend
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This could change to:

Wide coffee shop
Two shot boyfriend and girlfriend
Medium boyfriend’s friend

The two shot saves us time and illustrates the couple’s connection. However . . . 
what if we switched the two shot to the girlfriend and the best friend? And let the 
single be the boyfriend? How does the audience feel now? If we were to discover 
that the girlfriend and the friend were having an affair later on in the film, then 
we wouldn’t be surprised.

Out of the Master, Single, Single, which shot should we film first, and why? 
In 99% of cases, you should film the master first, for a number of reasons. First, it 
helps the actors and audience orient themselves. We all know where everything and 
everyone is. In addition, if the camera breaks down, or a catastrophe happens and 
you can no longer shoot the singles coverage, you have the whole scene in the can. 
If you started with one of the singles and had to stop for any reason, you only have 
half the scene. Shooting the wide also serves as another rehearsal of sorts before 
coming in for the close-up work. Like most things, there are exceptions. The scene 
might be emotionally heavy for one of the actors and that requires a lot of work. If 
they are ready to shoot that emotionally demanding scene right away, you should 
act upon that first. Getting the master out the way for a couple of takes might 
mean you lose the opportunity to capture them at their best in a single.

A note on the single shots: Each single should ideally match the reverse — 
this means match the shot size and equivalent position too. If the first single is 
a medium shot and about 20º off the axis of the character’s eyelines, then the 
other character’s single should be the same. Cutting from a medium to a close-
up and back to a medium, or shooting Character A in profile and Character B 
front on, can look very jarring. To make sure the audience’s focus is on story and 
dialogue, avoid this or you risk disorienting and confusing them. It’s okay to cut 
to a different size frame during the scene, but once you cut from a medium to a 
close-up on one character it’s best to match that on the other character too. Take 
a look at these shots from Die Hard With a Vengeance (1995). The medium shots 
match each other, as do the following close-ups on each character.
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5.3 Medium over-the-shoulder shot of Bruce Willis

5.4 A matching medium over-the-shoulder shot of Samuel L. Jackson

5.5 Moving closer . . . a close-up of Bruce Willis

5.6 A matching close-up of Samuel L. Jackson
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Now let’s shake it up a bit. As noted, use traditional coverage as a foundation. 
You can adjust and adapt this any way you please. In our coffee-shop scenario, 
you could start your master on a dolly and slowly push into the medium of the 
girlfriend. Then all you need is the reverse medium single on the boyfriend. You’ve 
just lost one shot from your shot list, and you’re now ahead on time. But what 
have you lost editorially? You don’t have a wide of the whole scene for the edit. 
What if you reached the edit and asked, What does the wide look like when the 
girlfriend walks away? You don’t have a full single on the girlfriend, or a close-up / 
medium of her from the start of the scene. You could shoot your moving master, 
push into the single, AND shoot the wide again from a static position AND 
shoot one full single on the girl — but this will obviously add to your shot list 
and time shooting.

You must be extremely confident how you want to play a scene if you decide 
to drop coverage and shoot only what you want. From experience, though, your 
personal taste and thoughts on the scene might change later, come the edit. Your 
editor might also come up with a wonderful suggestion to cut the scene differently, 
but you haven’t got the material to edit it that way because you didn’t shoot it.

CHARACTERS LOOKING AT “SOMETHING”

Showing the audience that a character is looking at or has seen something or 
someone can be executed in a variety of ways. Most traditionally, you would 
have what I call a 3-shot montage: a medium or close-up of your character, 
followed by the point of view (POV) of the person or object they are looking 
at, and then a cut back to the character. This is sometimes referred to as “reverse 
angle shooting” or “shot / reverse shot.” However, labeling it this way doesn’t 
account for the third shot back on the person looking. Their POV might consist 
of a wide, medium, or close-up, depending on where they are situated in rela-
tion to what they are looking at. Look at the example on the next page of this 
character looking at their phone.
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This sequence would consist of two setups: one of the person and the other 
of the object. The editing splits it up into three shots. It might be necessary to 
use the technique a few times to not only show what they are looking at, but also 
to convey any distance involved. For example, what if we had a teacher walk into 
a class looking for a particular student? We might see a close-up of the teacher, 
followed by the student, then a cut back to the teacher again. However, this series 
of shots wouldn’t communicate that there is a whole class of students present, and 

5.7 A shot of a man looking . . .

5.8 A close-up on what he is looking at

5.9 Cutting back to the man again completes the sequence
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that the teacher was looking for a particular one; the editing suggests they found 
them right away. So we might add a few more shots. We could have a wide of 
the teacher walking in, a close-up of the teacher followed by a wide of the class 
(teacher’s POV) and a shot of the teacher looking more intensely, then a close-up 
on the student they’re looking for (teacher’s POV) before finally ending on the 
teacher again. Look at the examples below:

5.11 A single shot of our teacher looking . . . 

5.10 Wide of the classroom as the teacher enters . . . 

5.12 An over-the-shoulder reverse angle reveals the class . . . 
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To help connect the POV shot with the person looking, you could use an 
over-the-shoulder (OTS) to show without a shadow of doubt that they are 
looking at that person or object. Using the OTS technique also helps convey 
distance as it gives us some foreground action to help us get our bearings. It’s good 
to see the POV through their eyes, so ideally the POV shot needs to be preceded 
by a shot of their eyes, either in a medium or close-up shot to really tie the two 

5.13 A tighter single of the teacher, tilting his head to get a closer look . . . 

5.15 Back to the single shot of the teacher, who’s found the student he was looking 
for . . . 

5.14 A close-up on the student . . . 
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shots together. A POV shot after a wide doesn’t quite work, and sometimes could 
look like two unrelated shots. Cutting to a close-up of what someone is looking at 
after a wide shot of them introduces an element of confusion, especially in fast-
paced sequences where orientation is paramount.

So, the 3-shot montage is the traditional approach; it’s used the world over 
and works very well. However, if you can find a dynamic way to keep your shots 
and edits interesting, then you could try something different. Maybe you have a 
character sitting in a car or looking out of a window. You might see them looking 
at something, but instead of cutting to a new shot of what they are looking at, you 
could frame what they are looking at in the reflection of the window and then pull 
focus from them to the reflection. This not only saves you a shot, but is a little 
more interesting for the audience.

CUTTING IN YOUR HEAD

Some filmmakers might differ on this approach, but I think it’s imperative. When 
you read a script, you have a vision of the scene playing out; it’s simply about going 
out and getting those shots. Around your shots you give yourself some “handles” 
and leeway on what is being covered, but you must have a good idea of how the 
scene will come together. By doing this, you gain confidence as a director to know 
whether you have a scene in the can or need to go again for another take. If direc-
tors don’t know what they want, they’ll keep shooting every angle until every line 
is perfect, just in case they might need it in the edit. If you find yourself shooting 
an emotionally heavy scene with two characters who start arguing, you might start 
with the wide and find the delivery of a line or two isn’t completely as you’d like. 
However, time is pressing to get everything shot; come the edit, you know you’ll 
be in tighter on a medium or close-up shot to reflect the growing intensity of 
the scene. This gives you the confidence to move on from the wide to the singles. 
You don’t need word-perfect performance on every line on every take. If you’re 
insecure about how something will come together you might keep shooting, eating 
into the rest of your shooting day.
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Director Alfred Hitchcock had a good notion he used in most of his films 
come the edit where he’d cut from the wide angle to the singles when a scene’s 
emotional intensity went up a gear. So when our girlfriend enters the coffee 
shop and makes chitchat about what drinks she’s ordering and how she had 
trouble parking nearby, this could play on the wide or the two shot. But when 
she brings up leaving the boyfriend, the single close-up or medium might 
be preferable.

If you decide to shoot your scene in one shot, how could you continue this 
notion of shifting gears during a scene like Hitchcock did? You could signify the 
shift in tone or mood of the scene with a camera move. Director of photography 
Eduardo Serra, A.F.C. and director M. Night Shyamalan achieve this in their 
film Unbreakable (2000). A scene sees actors Bruce Willis and Robin Wright at 
a bar on a wide shot. They are having a date night to rekindle their romance, and 
the dialogue is flirty and fairly light. When the conversation changes to Robin 
Wright asking when Bruce Willis’s character thought their relationship wouldn’t 
last, the camera begins a very slow push in from a wide to a two shot, signifying 
the shift in gears.

5.16 Unbreakable
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GIVE THE CHARACTERS SOMETHING TO DO

Having the characters performing an action as they talk is a great opportunity to 
reveal character through action. Maybe in an office, the printer isn’t working and 
one character is trying to unplug it or change the ink cartridge. Maybe they’re at 
home unsuccessfully cooking an elaborate meal, or working on a car engine? The 
point being, giving the characters a piece of business or action within the scene 
can help elevate it. It also opens the door to possible subtext opportunities and 
can make the characters seem more rounded or fallible. The task at hand might 
be related to the story, or it might just be something irrelevant, but it can be a 
wonderful opportunity to make the scene more interesting. Mixing the two could 
be a good chance to plant an object or device in front of the audience that at the 
time might seem irrelevant, but could be very useful come the end of the film.

If a character has something else to do (mix cooking ingredients, hammer a 
nail, eat food, or repair a computer), it allows for physical actions that can then 
be interrupted. If the dialogue in the scene generates a reaction, stopping their 
physical activity can reflect this visually and reveal something about the characters.

STAGING AND ORIENTATION — 

PLACEMENT OF YOUR ACTORS AND HAVING THE ACTION MAKE 
SENSE TO THE AUDIENCE

How you stage your scene with your actors, and where you put the camera, are 
the other big secrets to having your film look the best it can. You can shoot on the 
highest format you can find, with the best locations possible, but if you don’t stage 
it and film it right, it is all a waste of time. There is a keyword that I discovered 
late in the game which unlocked it all for me: DEPTH.

When you stage and compose your shots using depth, you are able to tell 
your story better and faster; you might need fewer shots to do so. Depth is having 
more information available about the location in the frame. Depth shows you 
more detail in the background and places your actors better in their surroundings.
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A good example might be filming in a corridor where two people stop and 
talk to each other. If you positioned your actors facing each other across the 
corridor, as seen in Diagram A, and shot your coverage, you’d get nothing but 
white walls over their shoulders. However, if you staged the scene as per Diagram 
B, with their backs to the corridor, you’re able to show the depth of the location 
and remind the audience where they are with each shot. Aesthetically, too, you 
have so much more going on in the image. The wide shot of them talking would 
look good, with the two people in the corridor, but it’s about getting their posi-
tions right in this wide that sets you up well for the singles.

Filmmaker and lecturer Alexander Mackendrick (Sweet Smell of Success) in his 
book On Filmmaking (look it up and go buy it) gives the best description of how 
to achieve a great-looking shot by staging in depth. Whatever room or location 
you find yourself filming in, find the long axis of the room by drawing a line across 
from one corner to the opposite corner, as seen in the following picture:

5.17 Shooting across the corridor gives 
no depth to the shot and isn’t visually 
interesting

5.18 Shooting down the length of the 
corridor offers you depth and makes for 
a more interesting shot
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The best places to position your actors and your camera are anywhere along 
that line. You might have a gorgeous-looking, expensive location, but if you only 
shoot in the corner of it, the audience will never see it. The problem is the director 
does see it, but only in their mind’s eye. They remember what the location was like 
when they were shooting and bring those memories to the edit, but the audience 
isn’t privy to that thought process.

Enabling more depth within a shot all starts with the blocking and how you 
stage the scene. Consider the examples on the next page. Imagine that in this 
coffee shop, our characters are positioned against the back wall. We could shoot 
from across the room for the wide, and maybe have some foreground action of 
customers walking in front of the camera.

5.19 Finding the long axis of the room gives you more depth to your shots at any location



S h o o t i n g  B e t t e r  M o v i e s     |     D u d b r i d g e122

However, what if we positioned the characters in the center of the room? This 
now enables us to have a sense of depth behind our characters. We can see move-
ment behind as well as in front. The depth of field will be highlighted, allowing 
us to focus on the actors.

5.20 Staging your action up against walls or in the corner of a room doesn’t allow for much depth to your shots

5.21 Staging your action in the center of the location allows for depth and more interesting backgrounds
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ORIENTATION

It doesn’t matter where people or things are in reality when you film; it’s where 
the audience thinks they are that counts. What does the camera see? Orientation 
is important to keep in mind when filming and staging. The second the audience 
is disorientated or confused, you’ve lost them and it could take a while to get 
them back.

Wide shots (or masters) are some of the most important shots in your 
creative toolkit, essential for orientation since we instantly know where people 
are in relation to each other. Imagine a scene with a family around a dinner table. 
The father sits down to discuss the son’s poor report card. Halfway through the 
scene, the son stands up to leave before being told to sit back down. A few lines 
later the mother gets up to collect the report from the kitchen and brings it back 
to the table. Finally, the scene ends with the son storming off to his bedroom. The 
wide angle could be used here a number of times. All of the instances where a 
character stands, leaves, or enters would be an opportunity to cut to the wide to 
show this information. Not only does it orient the audience and literally let them 
know what is happening, but it also provides that time for the audience to take a 
breath before we dive back into the meat of the dialogue. If I was only planning 
to use the wide shots at those moments, I would still shoot the whole shot as part 
of the coverage. Knowing when I plan to use it would allow me to let poor line 
delivery go during the rest of the take. I would also look for moments to use the 
wide; if there is a tiny camera bump or a poorly operated pan on a key scene of a 
character leaving or entering, I would capture that moment again.

Action films have a tough job with orientation if it’s done poorly. Trying to 
keep the tension and excitement up is only possible if the audience knows where 
the hero is in relation to the villain and all other items of importance. Let’s say 
the hero is shooting at the bad guy from across the room and is running out of 
bullets, but spots a spare gun under the chair ten feet to his right and a doorway 
he can escape through behind him. First, though, he has to get to the innocent 
civilian hiding under the table to his left! Phew! How do we show all that in fast, 
exciting cuts, and make sure the audience knows who’s who and where everyone 
is? It’s important to have that “third eye” that is able to see what the audience will 
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see. Knowing where everyone was when you filmed it is not sufficient justifica-
tion for just filming mediums or close-ups and hoping the audience sees it the 
same way.

One of the best examples of this type of staging is in the finale to the film 
Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves (1991; director, Kevin Reynolds). This action-
packed scene sees Robin (Kevin Costner) attempt to rescue his merry men 
from being hanged in the castle grounds in front of the villainous Sheriff of 
Nottingham and rich barons. In the audience of peasants are some of Robin’s 
friends ready to aid the rescue, with others placed around the castle walls along-
side Robin looking down into the courtyard below. It’s a large-scale scene and 
has lots of action. We won’t feel the tension build unless we know exactly where 
everyone is. We need to stay engrossed and not get confused, or the scene won’t 
work dramatically. The secret to keeping this orientation is in the use of a few 
simple shot sizes and techniques. Editing obviously plays a crucial part in telling 
the story and tying it all together, but it’s the shots themselves that do the 
work. Robin and his men are established in their surroundings through the 
use of wide shots, over-the-shoulder (OTS) angles, and by framing foreground 
elements in other shots too. Having a close-up of Robin Hood, followed by an 
OTS shot down into the courtyard to see what he is looking at, joins things 
together. It also creates depth since we have some foreground action going on in 
the frame. The over-the-shoulder shot, a piece of the frame that anchors us to 

5.22 Still from Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves showing the over-the-shoulder shot in 
action, giving us distance and keeping the orientation
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the characters and aids orientation, is instrumental in this type of storytelling, 
enabling us to process the information a lot more quickly. OTS shots can also 
provide us with another important piece of information: distance. A close-up 
of someone looking, cutting to a close-up of what they are looking at and then 
cutting back to the person again, is all good. The grammar of editing tells us 
they are looking at that object, but how far away is it? Two meters? Ten meters? 
The over-the-shoulder shot can convey that it’s at least across the room, about 
eight meters away — or whatever it might be. The finale to Robin Hood contains 
all of this, and audiences are never confused as to where characters are in rela-
tion to one another.

TELLING THE MINI STORY

Following our coverage and orientation sections, sometimes you need to have 
a sequence that “tells a story.” Not the story of the film as a whole, but a small 
section that tells its own mini story. It might be that we need to show one 
character has seen another character witness something, or that someone has 
muddled the important files before their boss’s presentation, or that they’ve 
delivered the letter to the wrong door. That “story” is sometimes obvious to us 
as the reader or director, but the audience needs to understand it. Coverage 
and the shots you choose will all play a part in making sure this information 
gets across to the audience. Let’s look at another example from the finale of the 
action-adventure film Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves to illustrate this. Robin’s 
friend Little John and his wife watch on as their son and members of their 
camp are about to be hung from the gallows by the Sheriff of Nottingham. The 
order is given to the executioner to kick away the stools supporting each of the 
prisoners, including Little John’s teenage boy. Being a large, strong individual, 
Little John attempts a rescue, charges the wooden gallows, and razes them to the 
ground. So what shots do director Kevin Reynolds and editor Peter Boyle use 
to tell the story of “Little John brings down the gallows to rescue the prisoners”? 
Let’s take a look.
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5.23 Medium shot establishes that the prisoners are in 
trouble.

5.25 Medium shot of Little John charging the gallows and 
thrusting into them.

5.24 Medium shot of Little John spotting the gallows and 
running to the rescue.

5.26 Close-up on Little John’s face to show his 
strength and pain.

5.27 The boy’s anxious mother watches on.

5.29 Medium shot of Little John and the prisoners in one 
shot; seeing the action and reaction together.

5.28 The all-important wide shot that shows the whole action: 
Little John against the pillar and the gallows moving, giving us 
orientation and the results of his efforts.

5.30 Close-up shot of prisoners’ legs nearly on the 
floor — they’re almost there!
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Each of these shots tell an important part of that mini story. Not only the 
practical, physical story, but the emotional one too. The father’s pain, the father 
and son reuniting, and the mother’s relief. Each shot had to be the right shot for 
the right time. If some had been a little closer, it might not have been so clear what 
was happening. If some shots had been a little wider, it might not have conveyed 
the excitement and emotional turmoil of the scene. All the shots put together “tell 
the story,” and the sequence is complete.

5.31 Close-up shot of feet landing showing us they’re on 
the ground safe.

5.33 Close-up shot of the prisoners gasping — they 
survived!

5.32 The moving gallows structure hits another wooden 
panel, preventing it from falling any farther.

5.34 Close-up shot of Little John’s son — he’s 
alive!

5.35 Two shot of father and son reunited. 5.36 Medium shot of the mother looking on, relieved.
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180-DEGREE RULE OR CROSSING THE LINE

Another aspect to help orientation is the 180-degree rule, also known as 
“crossing the line.” From my years in teaching, this single thing seems to be the 
one aspect most students get hung up or confused about. They either don’t 
understand it or become overly cautious about it. One thing to remember is 
filmmakers break it all the time. Sometimes intentionally, sometimes not. The 
trick is to know when you should obey the rule and when it’s okay to break it. 
The whole point of it is to help keep orientation, but if you find your angle or 
edit crosses the line and breaks the rule, although your orientation is still intact, 
then you can let it go.

So what is it? The “line” is an imaginary line that connects two or more people 
and / or objects. Picture a line running from someone’s eyes to where they are 
looking. A bit like the picture below.

Once we have decided to set up our first angle of the coverage, which will 
probably be the wide, it is advisable to keep all other camera angles and setups on 
the same side of the line that has been established from that first wide. See camera 
placements on the next page:

5.37 The “line” drawn between two people or objects
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Camera positions A and B are the correct places to film the singles of this 
scene after the line has been established in the wide shot as seen in the picture 
above. If, however, you swapped position A out for position C, you would be 
crossing the line. Remember, it doesn’t matter where the characters are in relation 
to each other or objects when you filmed, it is what the camera sees once the scene 
has been edited together.

Look at the corresponding images that the camera placements will give us in 
our picture. The close-up from position B and the close-up from position C give 
us images that look the same. It appears that the woman is looking in the same 
direction as the man, even though she is not!

5.38 The images next to the camera positions show us how the shots will make it appear that the two characters are 
looking the same way if we cross the line and use camera position C
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CHANGING EYELINES

Another thing to take into account is that an actor can cross the line for you. 
“What?” I hear you say. Yeah, this is where you might need to pay extra atten-
tion. You may have set up the cameras correctly, but Anna is talking to Simon, 
and Simon gets up and walks to the door behind the camera. If Anna has been 
looking from the left of frame to the right during the conversion:

Then Simon gets up and moves to the door . . .

5.39 Anna looks left to right in this first frame

5.40 Simon looks back at Anna from the righthand side of the frame to the left

5.41 Simon gets up and moves to the door
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. . . and Anna’s eyeline follows him off to the left of the screen . . .

Anna has now changed the line, and the camera will find itself on the other side 
of it. Simon, when he gets to the door and turns to continue the conversation, 
will now have to look from the left to the right to match the new line made by 
Anna’s eyeline change.

5.42 Anna’s eyeline follows him off to the left of the screen

5.43 Simon now looks from the left to the right to match Anna’s eyeline

5.44 Anna now looks from the right to the left of the frame
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(Left to right, or vice-versa, is described from the camera’s point of view. The 
person is literally looking from the left side of frame to the right.)

Sometimes the line can be reset. If a character leaves frame on the left, and 
the next time we see them they are walking directly toward us down the center of 
the frame, then they now are free to walk or look in any direction they please. If 
they walk or look elsewhere, maintain that newly established direction. Another 
occasion might be if you leave the character and cut to something else. When you 
return to your character, you have allowed them to move on or walk into frame 
from a different side.

CONNOTATIONS — 

WHAT DOES THE SHOT MEAN?

Connotation is a great word to remember. A connotation is an associated meaning. 
Connotations are the origins of thinking a little more abstractly. It helps to think 
about the meanings behind shots and colors being used in the film. Subtly the 
audience picks up on these touches, and a little more resonance is infused into 
the moment.

So ask yourself: “What are the connotations of this shot?” Being able to think 
this way might help you to decide between two different lenses, or whether to have 
smoke as diffusion, or whether the actress wears the red coat or not. Stylistically, 
handheld connotes a point of view or immediacy, or even a slight apprehension. 
Static shots could mean rigid, boring, quiet, confident. However, you might want 

5.45 Simon’s close-up also has him looking from the left to the right of frame
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to use these connotations to your advantage. The static wide, with its association 
of nothing happening, might work in your favor if something dramatic is about to 
happen or someone bursts into a room. Your choice of shot here lulled the audi-
ence into a comfortable place and therefore made the surprise even more effective.

One of the best examples of shots and their meaning that I’ve seen is in the 
film The Pledge (2001), starring Jack Nicholson and directed by Sean Penn. In 
one scene Nicholson’s cop is reluctantly attending his own retirement party. In 
one wonderful shot, we see Nicholson center frame with the party taking place 
behind him, and everyone else having fun. Nicholson is out of focus, and the 
partygoers are all in focus. He simply doesn’t fit in here, and the subtle direction 
and camerawork tell us that. No dialogue required.

Try to find a way of thinking in these slightly abstract terms. They help 
inform your choices. It’s a gut feeling about what things mean beyond their literal 
sensibilities. Sometimes it may just be an instinctual feeling, and you can’t quite 
put it into words and articulate it just yet. As a director, your job is to hold these 
feelings and approaches all in your head. When you know your film so well that 
all the things that work and don’t work become obvious, your main job, making 
decisions, becomes much easier.

One word of caution with shots and their meanings, though. Be careful not 
to stretch this idea too far. I’ve witnessed a few directors disappear down the 
abstract rabbit hole with ideas that will never translate to the audience and only 
ever mean something to them. A lot of what you might introduce to the frame 

5.46 Still from The Pledge
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could work consciously or subconsciously, making the audience feel a certain way 
without them really knowing why. This is good filmmaking. Having a wide shot 
to help demonstrate the character’s loneliness translates to the screen and to the 
audience. Having an extra feather in the character’s hat to show they secretly want 
to fly away from their boring life does not.

EMBEDDED INFORMATION — 

WHAT DOES THE CAMERA SEE?

Embedded information is when the script contains information that doesn’t trans-
late to the screen and the director will find it’s simply unshootable. Consider this 
excerpt:

INT. OFFICE — DAY

Jack shuffles into his office to see an envelope on 

his desk. He opens it, and a bullet falls out. Jack 

realizes that Johnson sent it as a warning to stay 

away from Johnson’s wife. Jack knows exactly where 

Johnson would be about this time. He checks his gun 

in the holster and runs out to find him.

So what’s wrong with that scene? A lot. We have to think about “what the 
camera will see.” The camera sees Jack walk in, open the envelope, see the bullet, 
check his gun, and run out. The camera doesn’t “see” the realization that Johnson 
sent it, so how does the audience know that information? We also don’t know it 
was sent because of his wife.

Sometimes filmmakers keep half of the film with them in their head when 
they watch their own work. You have to be able to be more objective and see the 
whole piece from the audience’s point of view; otherwise the film might make 
sense to you but no one else. When actors read your script, these things might be 
brought up and questioned, so it’s worth taking note if someone flags an issue that 
is confusing to them. And speaking of working with actors . . .




