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Selected terms for film analysis

Camera range/kinds of shot The distance between camera and object

long shot Characters and surroundings are shown from a distance and in their entirety.

Usually used to introduce a new setting (see establishing shot) to show characters in 
relation to the action, to show movement over large distances, or to juxtapose different 
characters within one frame.

full shot Includes the entire body of a character and not much else.

Similar to a medium long shot, this is used to emphasize action and the constellation of 
characters. The camera is slightly closer to the action than in the medium long shot.

medium shot Characters and surroundings are shown at a moderate size, with characters seen from 
mid-body up.

Usually chosen to show one or two characters in action.

close shot In a close shot a person’s face, shoulders and part of his/her arm are shown.

close-up An entire human face from chin or lower neck to top of head fills the frame.

Shows the finest nuances of expression.

extreme close-up Parts of the face (or object) fill the entire frame.
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Camera perspective

establishing shot A long shot that establishes a scene or mood.

Frequently used at the beginning of a scene.

point-of-view shot Also known as subjective camera. A shot taken with the camera placed approximately 
where the characters’ eyes would be in the order to depict a scene from the visual or 
emotional perspective of one of the characters.

over-the-shoulder shot A shot taken with the camera placed behind a character who is only partially seen, 
looking over his/her shoulder.

Usually used in dialogue scenes, showing the dialogue partner from the second 
character’s point of view.

shot/reverse shot
reverse-angle shot

An over-the-shoulder shot followed by a reverse-angle shot. 

Reverse-angle shot: a shot in which the angle is opposite to that in the preceding shot.

Camera angle

high-angle shot A shot filmed from above the object.

May be used to diminish the character’s importance.

low-angle shot A shot filmed from below the object.

This shot may be used to underline the importance or power of a character or object. 
Shown as a point-of-view shot, it indicates fear or respect on the part of the character 
viewing a particular scene.
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eye-level shot or 
straight-on angle

A shot filmed at eye level.

Camera movement

pan/panning shot The camera moves horizontally from left to right or vice versa (pan right or pan left). 

Often used to follow a character’s movement or to indicate a point-of-view shot with the 
character looking around or searching for something.

tilt/tilt shot The camera moves vertically upward or downward.

Often used to indicate height or follow a character or object moving up or downwards, 
e.g. a leaf dropping.

tracking shot Camera movement in which the entire camera is moved either forward, backward, 
laterally, or in a circular or irregular pattern. The camera is placed on a movable device 
moving along pre-laid tracks (dolly) or is moved freely along a level surface (hand-held 
camera or steady cam). In a tracking shot, the camera range may either remain constant, 
following along next to or behind a moving character or object, or it may be used to get 
closer to or further away from the target object in a manner similar to a zoom shot. 

Usually used to indicate steady movement through the setting, e.g. indicating a 
character running or two characters walking together.

crane shot A shot filmed from a crane that can move the camera in any direction.

It is almost always linked to another movement of the camera, such as a pan or tilt, in 
which case it becomes a compound movement.

hand-held camera A filming technique in which the camera is held by the operator during a take.

zoom The stationary camera appears to approach a character or object by zooming in or to 
move farther away by zooming out.
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Editing The arrangement of shots in a structured sequence

cross-cutting or
parallel action

Also known as parallel editing. An editing technique that alternates shots of two or more 
actions occurring in different places at the same time.

Usually used to follow multiple plot lines, to compare or to juxtapose different actions or 
settings, or to show different reactions to a particular event.

flashback A filmed sequence that goes back in narrative time to show events that took place earlier 
than the present-time of the film. 

Usually used to provide expository material and to underline the feelings and motives of 
characters.

flash-forward A filmed sequence that moves forward in narrative time to show events that take place 
later than the present-time of the film. 

Usually used to underline the presence of an omniscient narrator and shows the 
consequences of a certain action that the characters are still unaware of. It gives the 
audience the impression of knowing more than the characters.

match cut Continuity editing in which two shots are linked by the same acting or by some form of 
visual parallelism. The two shots seem to continue uninterrupted, e.g. one door closing 
and then another door opening. Match cuts can be used to underline a connection 
between two separate elements.

Often used to create a smooth flow between two scenes or, if using the same character in 
the action, to mark the passing of time.

cut Transition from one shot to another. The most basic editing technique for connecting two 
shots within a scene and between scenes.

jump-cut A (very) abrupt transition from one shot to another.

In contrast to continuity editing, a strip of action gets eliminated, creating an effect of 
disorientation or rapid movement.

fade-in  
fade-out

A transition between two shots. The last image of one scene gradually disappears from 
the screen (fade-out) to be replaced by a screen of any colour, and the first shot of the 
next scene gradually brightens from a blank screen to the total image (fade-in). 

Often used to indicate a passing of time (e.g. from night to day), or to mark the beginning 
and end of a dream sequence: flashback or flash-forward.

dissolve A transition between two shots created by gradually overlapping the last shot of a scene 
with the first shot of the next scene. This is done by superimposing a fade-out onto a 
fade-in of equal length. 

Often this transition is used to underline the connection between two scenes or to 
indicate a change of location or the passing of time.

Additional film terms

arc shot Camera movement in which the entire camera moves around a subject or object in a 
circle. 

backlighting Filming a person or event against a background of light, e.g. the sun. It may produce an 
idealized, sometimes romantic effect.

camera operator The person behind the camera(s); in major productions, the head of the camera team is 
usually called the director of photography.

cast All actors who appear in a film.
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clapboard (US), 
clapperboard (GB)

A small board which gives information about a film: e.g. the director, the director of 
photography, the scene, take number, date and time. It is filmed at the beginning of each 
take. It helps to identify all takes and cuts down continuity errors.

credits The list of people who were involved in the making of a film or television programme.

director The person responsible for the artistic production of a film, involving all its creative ele-
ments, e.g. camera-work, editing, and the actors’ interpretation of their roles.

editor (verb: edit) The person responsible for putting the camera shots together and arranging 
them into a finished product.

fade Transition between two shots. The last image gradually disappears from the screen (fade 
out) to be replaced by a screen of any colour, and the first shot of the next screen gradu
ally brightens from a blank screen to the total image (fade in).

footage A length of film made for TV or cinema.

frame A single image of the film.

insert (shot) A detail shot which quickly gives visual information necessary to understand the 
meaning of a scene e.g. a newspaper page, or a physical detail.

lighting The creation of controlled illumination upon a scene or object to be filmed and thus the 
ultimate tool of the cinematographer. Light sources may be natural or artificial or both. 
If natural, the light may be directed onto the scene by reflecting devices. If artificial, it is 
of course aimed at the specific target area designated by the director of photography 
and channelled through the use of such devices as cookies, flags, and doors. The light 
may also be diffused or it may be sharply focused. If, as is accurately said, cinemato
graphy is painting with light, lighting is the palette which the painter employs. Though 
methods for lighting a scene are highly varied, the one most commonly used in con
ventional practice is known as the ‘Three-Point Lighting System’. The intensity and 
sharpness of light and corresponding shadow (or lack of same) which illuminates a 
scene is described as being either high or low key. This is true irrespective of whether 
the film is monochromatic or colour.

high-key lighting Lighting that creates comparatively little contrast between the light and dark areas 
of the shot.

low-key lighting Lighting that creates strong contrast between the light and dark areas of the shot.

location See: set.

mise-en-scène Literally translated from the original French, the phrase means ‘put upon the stage’; 
otherwise known simply as staging. In film practice, however, the term has come to 
designate the totality of how the director designs and actuates a given scene. All films 
use essentially the same techniques and processes. However, each individual film 
assembles and/or employs all of the variable elements provided by the technology and 
the imponderables of production in its own distinct way. The elements generally used 
to define and/or analyse mise-en-scène are: setting, actor placement, actor movement, 
actor interpretation (ideally, but not always a collaboration between director and actor), 
camera movement, costumes and make-up.

motion picture, movie US and Canadian terms for film.

producer The person responsible for the overall organization, especially the financing and 
marketing, of a film or television production.
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scene A shot or series of shots that deals with a single action (see also sequence).

score Film music.

screenplay The script of a film or television show, usually including dialogue as well as rough 
descriptions of the setting, camera distance, camera movements, etc.

sequence A part of a film dealing with one or more scenes that form a single continuous episode.

set The site or location where a film is being shot.

shot A single piece of film, however long or short, taken by a single camera without cuts.

soundtrack The audio equivalent of the picture or image track, the soundtrack contains all the audio 
information which accompanies the film: dialogue, music, sound effects and so on.

still A single photograph or shot from a film.

storyboard A storyboard is a useful tool in the creation of any media production. It is a series of 
sketches or still photographs that show how the different shots might look when filmed. 
It almost looks like a comic book of the film.

take A single attempt to film a shot.

Though sometimes confused with shot, there can in fact be an unlimited number of takes 
of the same shot, until either the director is satisfied or the producer calls a halt.

top shot Extreme high-angle shot, where the camera looks straight down.

voice-over An off-screen voice that gives the audience necessary background information. It is often 
used in documentaries. In a narrative film, this technique often implies a first-person or 
omniscient narrator’s point of view.

wipe Transitional device in which shot B seemingly moves in either screen direction, across 
shot A thus effectively wiping off shot A and replacing it.


