
Introduction

Acting on Screen is more like
real life.

Not true.

When acting for television,
just makeeverything smaller.

Not true either.

For film, it is all in the eyes. If only it were that simple.
Do less with your face on
screen.

If anything, the opposite
is true.

As an actor, I do exactly the
same onscreen as I do on
stage.

Oh no you don’t.

Inside this book you will find the answers to the problems
posed here—and a whole lot more.
This book is written to answer that simple but profound
question: What do you actually do that’s different when
acting or presenting on screen, either in film or television? It
is mainly for actors (and teachers of acting), but it also has
special chapters for announcers and interviewers and for
directors.

The differences between film, television, and stage acting
are carefully defined, as are all aspects of being part of the
screen business. It tells you what you do when performing
in one medium or the other. It is invaluable for anyone who
has anything at all to do with the screen, large or small. 

If you are interested in what actually happens to actors
when they get on the screen, then this book will tell you
things you have never come across before.

I shall use the term “screen” when I believe the point
raised applies both to the large (movie) and small (television)



screen. Points that are particular to only one medium will be
identified as such.

It is impossible to be neutral when I am talking to you,
and equally impossible to find a general term to cover both
the sexes. I shall address you alternatively by chapter as
“she” and “he.” This choice is random, and there will be no
connection between choice of gender for a chapter and the
topic covered in it. The term “actor,” of course, covers both
female and male performers.

I started my screen acting classes on both sides of the
Atlantic back in the 1980s with presentations entitled
“Screen Acting Should be Taught; It Can be Taught; Here’s
How.”

Since then, I have directed many more screen productions
and given numerous training courses—and continue to do
so.

This book is the result of all I have learned and practiced
over the years.     
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Chapter 1
SCREEN VERSUS STAGE

We are all stage actors

Oh yes we are. You may not actually have walked the
boards to perform (at least not since school), but every time
we want to get our way by putting on an “act,” we are
“acting,” and because it is for someone at a reasonable
distance away from us—a “real” distance—it is stage acting.

The child wanting her own way who cries real tears, which
are miraculously cleared when she gets it, is giving a
particularly convincing “performance.”

The stern authoritarian voice you put on when
complaining about bad service in a shop is another.

The fawning words and actions we all go through when
pulled over for speeding, and the subsequent fake smiles,
comprise yet another performance aimed at a particular
audience.

These are moments when we are using our words and
bodies to convince someone of some emotion or thought
that may not, in fact, be the literal truth of what we are
feeling, but is the emotion we want the other person to
believe we are experiencing. This is what stage actors do,
too.

Very few of us—especially, funnily enough, screen
directors—have experience in acting for the screen or know
what the difference would be between this and the acting
mentioned above.  

When I ask people of no experience, limited experience, or
who are very experienced indeed what the difference is
between “screen” performing and “stage” performing, I get
surprisingly uniform answers.



From professional actors and students both in the United
States and the United Kingdom, here is a selection of the
answers I have heard to the following question:

What difference would you make, if any, between
acting on screencompared with acting on stage?
Do less.
Make it more real.
Make it more intimate.
Tone it all down.
Make it more internal.
Scale down your performance.
Be more still.
Make fewer facial expressions .
Be smaller.
Be more natural.

These are the most common reactions—and they are all
wrong!

Usually in a list of ten items I am given by a class or
group, seven or eight will be variations from this wrong list.
One Method drama school in England even graduated its
students recently with the declaration that they were
probably better prepared for television than the theater,
since they had been trained to be minutely realistic; this
from a course where over the three years they never once
appeared on a screen or ever analyzed what screen acting
might be.

In the old days young stage actors learned from older,
experienced professionals, by watching and by acting with
them. The young apprentices would play small roles, and
stand in the wings watching the master actors at work,
hoping one day to be able to copy them and, in their turn, to
be copied.

How many professional stage productions have you seen
in your lifetime—that is, productions where you paid to
watch and the actors were paid to perform?

Twenty? Fifty? One hundred? Let’s be generous, and make
it three hundred. (That was generous, wasn’t it?) 

So how many hours of professional stage acting have you
watched?
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Nine hundred? Again, let’s be generous, and make it an
even thousand— and for most of you, you know that you
have not experienced that many hours of professional stage
acting.

And how many hours of professional screen acting have
you seen? How many?

Current estimates indicate that by the time you have left
your teen years, you have watched between ten thousand
and twenty thousand hours of screen stuff.

And yet, most people have no idea what screen performing
involves, and always relate their idea of it to stage versions
of acting.

Strange, isn’t it?

TO START AT THE BEGINNING
On screen, you can be seen in anything from a full-length
shot of your whole body to a close-up of your face,
depending on the size of the shot. I must be able to talk to
you about these different sizes, but unfortunately there is
no worldwide acceptance of what a size of shot means, and
there are even variations within countries. My definitions
are, I believe, the most widely used, but there is
considerable confusion as to what “Medium close-up”
means, for example, and it is always necessary to describe
your shots to establish a common vocabulary. What follows
are the descriptions that I shall be using for the rest of the
book, with noted variations.

Onto the TV screen comes a picture of a woman. Her head
is at the top of the screen, her toes at the bottom. This is
called a Long shot (LS).

Most people watch a television screen that is about twenty
to twenty-two inches wide, and about eight to ten feet away
from them (although wide screen television sets are
becoming more common). Try now, if you can, watching a
blank screen ten feet away and picturing this image on it:
the full-length shot of a woman.

Now, how far away would you have to be in a theater to
see an actor this size? Yes, it is about sixty-five feet—or the
back row of a large theater.
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And how do actors convey thought, action, and mood to
an audience this far away? Yes, through whole body
motions and attitudes as well as loud voices, for it is very
difficult to see detailed expressions on their faces.  

Next shot: the Medium shot (MS). Here the woman’s head
it still at the top of the screen, but now the image is larger,
and we can only see down to her waist. This is the usual
size of shot when there are two or three people on the screen
together.

How My ClassesThinkScreen Acting Differs
fromStage Acting

Do less.
Make it more real.
Make it more intimate.
Tone it all down.
Make it more internal.
Scale down your performance.
Be more still.
Make fewer facial expressions.
Be smaller.
Be more natural.

And in what sort of theater would you expect to see people
this size? Yes, at the back of a small theater. Actors here
can use some of their facial expressions, but they still have
to use their bodies.

Next: the Medium close-up (MCU). This is where you see
the actors head and shoulders, with the bottom of the frame
cutting across the actors at chest level. Where would you be
in the theater now?

The odds are you have chosen a very small theater—the
front row of a fringe, pub, or off-off Broadway theater—for
this size shot is the equivalent to a distance of about ten feet
—yes, the Medium close-up is the size a person would be if
they werestanding where your television set is. In other
words, there is a relationship with real life for this size, and
it is no coincidence that this is the most popular size of shot
in television drama.
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(I have concentrated on television for this section. The size
of shots in films—films as shown in movie houses—are a
little different, with the images tending to be shot a bit
looser than television. In the classic John Ford film
Stagecoach there is barely a shot closer than a medium
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shot. Mind you, since most films now gain essential revenue
by being shown on television in their second run or being
released very soon on video and DVD the sizes of images in
the movies are getting larger, and correspond more to the
televisual style of shooting.)

And how does an actor communicate when the audience
is only ten feet away? Well, with subtlety, expressions, small
facial tics and so on, just as they would in a “real” situation.

The story does not end here, for there is another size of
shot to talk about: the Big close-up (BCU). Here, the face
entirely fills the screen, from the eyebrows to the chin. And
where would you be in a theater to get this view of an
actor?   

You would probably need to climb into bed with an actor
to get your face close enough to “see” her this size, and by
the time you were that close, your eyes would be out of
focus anyway—so you never see a real person in the same
way as this gigantic close-up. But it doesn’t stop us from
using it! It is, if you like, an unreal size of shot, and might
correspond to seeing what someone is thinking rather than
presenting.

Actors on tour with a production that is going to play in
different theaters learn to adapt their performances
according to whether they are playing in a large, medium, or
intimate theater. They alter their performances from venue
to venue, from week to week.

Since screen acting involves many different shot sizes, I
would state that the screen actor must be prepared to adapt
her performance from shot to shot.

In other words, you must change your performance
according to thesize of shot.

Long shot (LS): Large, melodramatic style of
acting

Medium shot (MS): “Intimate” theater style
Medium close-up (MCU): Reality
Big close-up (BCU): Think it

Simple now, don’t you think?
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On page 10 are the shot sizes of an actor, one strip where
she keeps doing the same thing with the camera getting
tighter and the other where she adapts what she is doing to
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the size of shot. (Which sequence of shots do you prefer?
You can guess which I like.)

WATCHING THE STAGE VERSUS
WATCHING THE SCREEN

You see, when members of an audience are watching a stage
play, they have choices about where to look. They can look
at the speaker, or the listener or the servant in the corner.
They can study the scenery, the lighting, or even the head of
the person sitting in front of them if the play is too boring.

As far as the screen is concerned, there is nothing else to
look at except the moment presented by the production
team. So it has to have greater significance, since the
audience has to get everything from this one picture,  
rather than having a whole range of images to choose from.

Adjust Scale of Performance to Size of Shot
Long shot (LS): Large,

melodramaticstyl
e of acting

Medium shot (MS): “Intimate”
theaterstyle

Medium close-up
(MCU);

Reality

Bigclose-up (BCU): Think it

There is another fundamental difference between stage and
screen, especially the television screen. In the theater we see
the actor by reflected light, while on the screen the image is
itself transmitting light. This makes a television image very
compelling. (And fatal for those trendy stage directors who
like to imitate life by putting a television set on stage and
then have it showing something. Recently, I watched a
production in London that did this, and the audience
happily watched the previous night’s news and commercials
on the television screen while the poor stage actors tried
unsuccessfully to compete.)
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We are now so used to watching the screen, that when a
lecturer I know used a TV screen to show herself to the back
of a remote hall, she found that the audience near her
preferred to watch her on the screen rather than in the flesh.
What was more upsetting was that they still watched the
screen when the image went awry, and only “snow” was
showing!

FROM REAL LIFE TO STAGE TO SCREEN
Imagine two people talking to each other in real life. What
changes would they make if the moment were to be
presented on a stage? Maybe they would talk a little louder,
maybe they would turn their shoulders out a little to
present more of their faces to the audience but, on the
whole, there would be a very close similarity between the
“real life” version and the “stage” version.

And if this moment were to be shown on the screen? Here
the changes could be dramatic, with one actor standing
very close to the other, or standing behind her talking into
her hair. If both actors are to be in the same shot, there has
to be a radical departure from what they would do in “real”
life in order to put them on screen, giving the impression of
real life. This is called cheating. Look again at the pictures
at the beginning of this chapter (page 2). The one of Clint
Eastwood and Lee Marvin very close together is exactly as
they were in a particular moment of the movie Paint Your
Wagon. The sec ond picture is how they might be in “real
life” or on stage, for two such masculine men would hardly
be rubbing up against each other as closely as they had to
in the film version.

If this seems a little strange, stop reading this right now
and turn on the television to watch a film or television
drama with the sound off (so you don’t get distracted by
the story line). Watch how the actors really stand in
relationship to each other; see for yourself what the
positions are; start noticing (for the first time?) all the
cheating that goes on to make it all appear real.

There is a lot more of why this cheating is necessary in
chapter 3: The Frame and chapter 4: The Camera.
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DRAMATIC STRUCTURE
The structure of dramas on screen, especially television, is
often very different from that of stage dramas, especially
when dealing with soap operas or shows with regular
characters. Apart from the results of typecasting (where a
performance is known before it is seen—see chapter 7:
Typecasting), there is also the fact that the normal dramatic
form of change and growth cannot be used, for a character
has to be more or less the same from episode to episode,
from year to year. That is, of course, why people watch
serial dramas, to lend some stability to a challenging world.
Viewers like to know that Agent 007 will, whatever the
trauma, survive at the end or that a particular character
will always win the court case, and that another character
will always lose.

This leads to my Theory of Suffering: Regular television
dramas must present characters suffering so that the
audience can feel that at least someone they know is having
a worse time than themselves. In real life we do not know
how events will turn out, whether we will cope well with the
unknowns of life, but we can tune in and find that our
favorite villain is still the same sly dog we remembered all
those episodes ago; the detective will always solve the
murder case; and our everywoman heroine will always live
and fight on to face another emotional crisis on our behalf.

At a conference on soap dramas in Germany some years
ago, I presented the idea that American soap operas tend to
show rich people suffering while British ones tend to show
poor people suffering. I then watched the latest German
offering in this form and came to the conclusion that it had
middle-class people going through the various traumas on
behalf of their audience. 

So for the actor—learn how to present the maximum
suffering and anguish, and just wait for the jobs to roll in! (I
think you can detect some tongue in cheek around here,
although John Barrymore, when asked why he chose to
portray a smaller part to a larger one in a movie, declared he
always went for the character who did the most suffering!)
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ACTORS ON STAGE VERSUS ON SCREEN
A lot of actors talk a lot of sense about the differences
between the two media (see Richard A.Blum’s useful book
Working Actors), but when asked about acting they will often
tell the questioner what they think people want to hear,
rather than what they know.

Because actors chosen to act in the movies come from a
pool of thousands, those chosen tend to be those who tend
to act “naturally” for the screen, whether they know it or
not. Some of the reasons they give, then, for their expertise
are not always the actual ones.

I was working with a wonderful elderly actor in New York,
who claimed that there was no difference at all between her
work on stage and on screen. She had trained in
Stanislavski techniques, and they worked just as well for
screen as stage, she declared. As we continued to work, she
would acknowledge that the things I was talking about
were, in fact, also what she did. By the end of the workshop
I had a long list of things that she now admitted she did
differently on screen than on stage. This is not to criticize
her (in fact, I come across this very often), but it shows that
what she said she did with her acting was not what she
actually did, and she was very skillful and deservedly
successful. Many actors will talk about what they think they
are expected to say, rather than the reality of working
professionally on the screen. (The leading questions asked
of them—“You always think the thoughts of the character
you are playing, don’t you?”—force them into these
positions.)

Some experienced actors will make statements along the
lines of, “It has taken me all these years to learn to do
nothing on screen—I just think it.” Young actors, reading
this, joyfully rush in to do the same and find to their horror
that their performances don’t exist, they are invisible. This
is because the experienced actor now puts her thoughts
onto her face without realizing it, and thinks she is doing
nothing.

There are two other interesting aspects of this
phenomenon. First, as an actor gets more experienced in

12 SECRETS OF SCREEN ACTING



Differences between Screen and Stage
SCREEN STAGE
• audience told
where to look

• audience chooses
where to look

• very different
from “real life”

• close to “real life”

• steady state for
character

• character
changes and grows

• change acting
style from shot to
shot

• change acting
style from theater
to theater

screen work, she automatically does those things I am
talking about without realizing it. It’s just like when you
start to drive a car. It seems impossible to talk and shift
gears at the same time, but some while later you can chat
along with the best of us. The other reason is even more
revealing: A star brings onto the screen not only her face
and personality but also our memory of her past successful
performances. This colors our observations of what she
does. When Sylvester Stallone gives a small glance, we (who
know his past performances of violence and action) will read
menace into it, whereas with an unknown actor giving
exactly the same glance, we will have gathered—nothing.
When Spencer Tracy gives an enigmatic look, we
(remembering his past performances of honorable
characters) read into it a whole lot of subtlety that, if you or
I were to be as enigmatic, would be read as—enigmatic. A
drinking problem, sexual hang-up or particular neurosis in
our stars (all lovingly revealed by the mass media) adds to
our appreciation of a performance, and the producers
include this background into their casting choices. One has
only now to see a picture of Woody Allen, for example, and a
whole world of assumptions kick in without him having to
act a thing—and if any recent notorious celebrity were to
appear in a movie, audiences round the world would project
onto her their feelings about her exploits so lovingly detailed
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in all the newspaper and magazine articles such things
attract, and she correspondingly would be required to act
less.

King Vidor writes of acting on screen: “I want everything to
look real, but not necessarily be real.” Elia Kazan, the great
Method director, writes that “the art of motion pictures is
one of photographing looks, not photographing dialogue.” 

VIDEOTAPING THEATER PERFORMANCES
All attempts to videotape live theater performances (and so
get cheap television!) have failed, offering further proof of the
great difference between acting for the stage and for the
screen.

Unless the company is prepared to invest millions in a
production—as with Trevor Nunn’s stage production of
Nicholas Nickleby in which they did a film version of the
stage presentation that took six weeks to rehearse and put
in the can—attempts to bring video cameras into a theater
and get something worthwhile cannot work. The style and
approach of the actors are hopelessly compromised: Should
they project for the live audience or for the camera? Should
they position themselves for the live audience out front or
for the cameras that will inevitably be there on either side of
them, trying to “get onto their eyelines”?

The end result is usually poor television—and poor
theater. For archival purposes it can be useful to stick a
camera at the back of an auditorium and film the result,
but it is still only a record of what happened that day and
not a true account of the theatrical experience.

The Nicholas Nickleby production worked on screen
because all the performers were giving film performances,
while giving the appearance of doing stage ones. That is also
why it took so long to film.

The British actor Ian Richardson was in New York and
saw that they were going to show a video recording of the
famous production of Marat/Sade that he had starred in
some ten years before. He sat at the back of the auditorium
to see it; he was not so much shocked that the audience
thought it bad and laughable, but that he found it that way
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too. Theater exists in the eyes of its audience, and to take it
out of its context (like Laurence Olivier’s Othello—please,
please don’t see it on tape; you will see a dreadful screen
performance that nowhere suggests the genius and
brilliance of that performance in the theater) is to take away
something irreplaceable. That production Ian Richardson
appeared in was brilliant—at the time it was seen in the
theater by the audience, who correctly gave it a standing
ovation each night.

So don’t laugh at old films of the famous nineteenth-
century actress Sarah Bernhardt; they do not show the real
theatricality. The two media are not compatible and need
very different approaches to make each shine at its best. 

I went back to my old college some while ago to give a two-
day seminar on screen acting. On the second day, some of
the participants, students training to be professional actors,
did not turn up. The reason given was that they had decided
they were only going to do theater in their careers. (It also
had a lot to do with me telling them their types—see the
chapter on Typecasting—and they did not like what they
heard.) Well, how nice to be so sure about such an
uncertain profession, and such an uncertain future!

CONTINUOUS VERSUS DISJOINTED ACTING
I have left until last what most people put first: On stage the
actor starts at the beginning and goes to the end, building
and changing in one long, continuous event, while for the
screen the actor is often asked to act scenes wildly out of
context and out of time order.

I put it last because, frankly, although it is a major
difference, I don’t find it changes what the actor has to do
all that much. I know perfectly well that it might mean that
the screen actor has to perform her last scene before getting
to the first one, but actors do that sort of jumping around in
stage rehearsals, and although it is a correct observation
that this is what happens for the screen, I do not see it has
any great effect on what actors do. After all, they are
required to act a scene, so they act it, with as much
background and detail as they can.
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What the actor does then is substantially the same as
what she does for any other sort of acting as far as
preparation and performing is concerned. No, the
differences between stage and screen acting are the more
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significant ones outlined earlier in this chapter and
expanded in the rest of the book.  
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Chapter 2
FILM VERSUS TELEVISION

What is the difference between film and television? What is
the difference between the big screen and the small screen?
As one underemployed film editor asked me, “Which do you
prefer working with, silver or rust?” They say this because
the original chemical used in film stock was silver iodide
that went black when exposed to light, and the first video
recordings were made on tape coated with iron oxide, or
rust. Interestingly, major movies are now starting to be
made entirely on digital cameras with no film stock at all,
and systems are being developed so that the output from
the digital camera can be fed directly to the editing
computer, with no separate recording medium.

I know, of course, that many productions made on film
are intended to be shown on the small screen of television,
and that practically no productions made on video for the
small screen are ever shown on the big screen of a movie
house, although high definition digital filming can happily
appear on either. To prevent confusion, in this section when
I say “film,” I mean a production that is primarily intended
to be shown on a large screen in a public place; I will use
“television” to include those productions, recorded either on
film stock (silver) or videotape (rust), that are intended to be
shown on the small screen in a private place.

The silver and rust comment shows the antagonism often
felt toward video, with film somehow thought of as the more
“pure” medium. Certainly, film can do a lot that video cannot,
and it is helpful (and useful for the actor) to know why.



THE RECORDING MEDIA
(Film stock for film or television; videotape only for
television; digital for either.)

A picture that is recorded on celluloid can accept a range
of light greater than a picture recorded on videotape. One of
the reasons for this is that the “contrast ratio” of a video
camera insists that the light level remain within a certain
range. It has to, for, unlike film where to be whiter than
white simply means the picture gets “burnt out” making
quite a nice effect, the television screen can only show the
brightest thing it sees as its whitest bit. If the contrast
between the brightest bit (a very sunny wall for example)
and the face of the actor is very great, then the television
screen will show the wall as a wall, and the actor’s face will
appear black. In fact, to make the actor’s face appear at all
normal, it will have to be lit so that the contrast between
the brightness of the face and the brightness of the wall is
less, and is in the televisions acceptable range.

This does affect the actors, for if they appear in a video in
front of a window, and the sun does or does not come out,
there may be a delay while the crew put up or take down
gels or scrim in the window, fade up or down extra lights, in
order to change the light level, correct the contrast and so
allow the actor’s face to be seen. To understand this, and
therefore help, or at least not get upset by the inevitable
delays while the problem is sorted out, is the actor’s
contribution to the process. In film, because the brightest
bit can be allowed to burn out, different lighting techniques
are used that are not as restrictive as those for video. High
definition has a contrast ratio close to that of film.

The actual picture as recorded on film (blobs of chemicals
changing color according to the light falling on them) or on
videotape (an electron beam detecting whether or not an
electron has been knocked out of orbit on an
electrostatically charged screen) leads to different audience
response to the two media. Observers tend to believe that a
film image corresponds more to what we think we see,
whereas an electronic image is more “truthful”—and
therefore less like what we think we see. 
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To explain. The actual “degree of resolution”—the amount
of detail that can be distinguished—is less for video than for
film. The limitations on video are the number of lines used
(525 in the U.S., 625 in the U.K.), and the number of dots
on the television sets tube that can be excited by the
electron beam. The limitation on film is the density of the
chemicals that change color as light falls upon them—and we
now have very fine grained films indeed. So film can record
more accurately the detail of leaves on a tree than video
can. But what happens when the leaves move? I am aware
that high definition digital (HD) solves this problem in the
making of the program, but it will be a while before many
viewers have brought high definition sets into their homes
(with the number of lines increased to over 1000). HD is
starting to be used on some domestic television programs,
and is beginning to make major inroads into the film world,
especially those programs that are shot on film but shown
on television.

A moving object on film will—because it only samples once
every 24th of a second—be a series of frozen moments in
time, shown rapidly one after another, without the in-
between bits being recorded at all; film, if you like, always
shows “then.” A moving object recorded on video will,
because the video picture is continuously scanned from top
to bottom, always be showing some part of the picture that
is actually happening at that moment; it always shows
“now.” You can test this by viewing old movies or old videos
—the videos might be technically inferior, but they always
seem somehow more immediate. Another factor that makes
video appear different is that because the screen is scanned
from top to bottom every of a second ( in the U.K.), there will
be the peculiarity that the top of something (your head) will
very fractionally move before the bottom (your feet). High
definition in one of its formats shoots a series of pictures—
just like film.

Film tends to be shot with only one camera at a time—
setups for a big explosion or car crash are the obvious
exceptions—so each shot is lined up and shot, and then the
crew and cast move on to the next one.
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Video is often shot in a multicamera studio, that is, where
there are many cameras (I have had up to six in one studio);
the actors do their pieces, and the cutter (U.S.) or vision
mixer (U.K) cuts between the cameras to record what is
essentially an already-edited result. This naturally leads to a
very different approach to acting than just working for one
camera and one shot at a time. 

There is a trend now, especially in low-cost dramas, to
make them with single camera video, that is, to use one
video camera to record the images and so make the project
in a “filmic” way. Contrary to what many people imagine
(including many in the profession itself), it is not necessarily
better to have many cameras, nor is it slower to shoot with a
single camera. On Brookside, the soap drama I have done the
most work on in the U.K., the director gets an average of ten
minutes of broadcastable drama per day out of its single
camera system, so in eight shooting days enough is shot for
three 25-minute episodes. Excellent work can be done, still
using tracks and jib arms, but everyone, actors included,
has to be very accurate, talented and fast, for they are
attempting to do things in a filmic way without the budget
or time to do so. I feel this is going to be an increasing trend
in the future, as budgets contract and demand for low
budget drama increases.

MODERN TRENDS
High definition digital cameras are now starting to be used
for mainline movies, George Lucas leading the way with his
major studio Star Wars prequels, and Mike Figgis and
Steven Soderbergh have both made their own features on
even simpler digital cameras very successfully. The working
professionals plead to use film stock, but the cost of such,
the cost of developing the stock—and the cost of sending
out cans of films to individual cinemas against the cost of
downloading a digitized image—will mean that our industry
must move in this direction in the next few years.

People in their homes are rapidly changing over to wide
screen television sets, and sets with much larger screens—
and this is leading many television companies to make their
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programs in a much wider aspect ratio than before. Filming
in a wider aspect ratio has surprising effects on what shots
you choose, and on the acting necessary. See chapter 3: The
Frame.

On location, and with the ever increasing costs of star
performers, major movies are now often filming a scene with
more than one camera—and not just for the tricky shots of a
car exploding or a huge crowd scene. Two cameras can be
used to shoot a conversation between two characters—
although this means that the cameras will not be quite able
to “get on the eyeline” as well as if one camera is used, but
it is a tempting time saver. One camera can also be mounted
above another, so that the close-up and medium close-up
shots can be filmed simultaneously—not a good idea if the
actors are trying to match their performances with the shot
size, but good for the quantity of film that can be shot in one
day.

HOW MANY MINUTES A DAY?
If you were to work on a major movie, it is possible that the
producers would expect the cast and crew to put between
one and two minutes a day of finished material into the can.
If it were a drama made on film but destined for the
television screen, then they would perhaps expect to finish
six minutes a day. If it is single camera video, making a
regular soap opera on location, then they can expect up to
fifteen minutes a day. So you can see that there must
inevitably be a different level of expectation for each style of
shooting and a different standard to be achieved. Although
the technicians may be rushed, and the crew cannot do take
after take to achieve perfection, there will still be the
expectation that the acting should be perfect, whether you
have had to prepare one or fifteen minutes of dialogue.

For a multicamera drama, of course, you can be expected
to deliver a great deal more each shooting day—anything up
to fifty minutes of finished drama at one studio, although
the lines would normally be split between quite a number of
regular performers.
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As you can see, the television actor is expected to digest
and perfect a great deal more material than the pure film
actor—and he gets paid less. No wonder you all want to end
up as one of Hollywood’s finest!

EDITING
In the old days, all around the world students of film
studied hard, and spent months inside a cutting room
carefully assembling their student projects, while in the Big
Bad World of the profession you might have had one day to
edit a 30-minute drama made on video or only a few weeks
to edit a drama shot on film. All those experiments that you
wanted to try out—the alternative order of shots, the
interesting montage of shots that would tell the story in
pictures— well, in that old world you often just did not have
the time to experiment. You had to know what you wanted
before you shot it, and then go out and do it.

This has now all changed with the digital revolution,
where in student cutting rooms and in the most
professional Hollywood setup, all now gaze fondly at a
computer screen, as everyone now has more time to do their
stuff. Both film and video now use digital editing, and the
gulf between the two as far as editing is concerned is rapidly
closing—although small screen dramas still give you far less
time to polish the product than those destined for the big
screen. See chapter 11: Directing Actors for the Screen and
chapter 14: The Editor and Editing for more information
about what difference this editing time has on the way
directors work with actors.

WATCHING THE SCREEN
If we all decided to go see a film today, that is the first point:
We have to decide to go, and we have to choose where to go.

We travel to their place, pay money to get in and,
hopefully, find an auditorium that has some elements of
luxury about it. Even if the red plush curtains have
disappeared, we still have attendants and people selling us
goodies.
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We sit in a large room with quite a few people and, to help
us concentrate on the film, the lights are dimmed while the
movie is playing.

When the film starts, we gaze up at these large creatures
who fill our fields of vision. If, unfortunately people near us
talk or rustle paper, some of us have been known to hiss
“Shhh!” If, even more unfortunately, we do not like the
movie, well, we have paid to get in, so often we stay to the
bitter end, hoping it will get better or, in any event, will give
us our money’s worth.

When it is over we return to our own homes. Then we can
recommend (or not) that our friends repeat our experience,
for the film will be showing again.

For television, all is different.
For a start, it is easy to watch television without really

deciding to do so—it just happens to be on so often.
When we watch the screen, the lights are not dimmed,

and the screen is surrounded by elements of our lives: our
potted plant, our books and papers, our false teeth in a
glass. Look again at the picture of Arnold Schwarzenegger at
the beginning of this chapter (page 18). Does it seem
familiar?

If anyone moves in the room while we are watching TV, our
eyes flick to that person. We often look away from the screen
—to talk, to eat, to flirt— why, we even leave the room for a
short while in the middle of a program without feeling we
are missing much. 

We talk while the TV set is on, since the small creatures
have been “invited” into our homes. What’s more, if any of
them upsets or annoys us at any time—zap! We can get rid
of them at the touch of a button. And if the program is
recorded on video, we can stop to rewind and look at any bit
we like (or dislike) again, pick up any mistakes, freeze-frame
over the shot of the murderer’s feet to see exactly whose
shoes they are. In short, the performers work entirely at our
convenience. (I recently happened to be watching a video of
a World War II German propaganda film and was able to
freeze frame Hitler—with sweaty arm pits! That image would
have been snipped out if the original filmmakers knew that
one day we could push a “pause” button.)
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Our relationship to the television screen is just so
different from our relationship to the movie screen.

Mind you, television people often do not show a theatrical
film the way it was made by its original talents but edit the
film for so-called good reasons. They crop the picture to fit
the television screen (and sometimes artificially pan left or
right to get people’s heads in or artificially cut from one
head to another, whereas the original had two people on a
wide screen talking to each other); they dub different words
over so-called profanity; they have even been known to
speed up a film by a small amount (dropping the sound
frequency so that the actors’ voices do not sound squeaky)
providing more time to show commercials! And the sound
quality from a television set, even the latest models, has a
long way to go to match the sound you can get in a movie
house, although surround sound systems are getting more
common.

Wide screen television sets, and the universal use of DVDs
to keep copies of films, means that the theatrical release
experience is easier to replicate in the front room than it
was before, and people are now setting up their own
miniature “screening rooms” to enjoy the movie in a way
closer to the intended original. The DVD also means that the
director can always put back the scenes he wanted that may
have been cut from the studio released version, under the
title “Director’s Cut.”

The sound quality that the new equipment allows is also
the death knell for prestigious multicamera dramas, since
the noise of other people, cameras, booms, and so on, in a
multicamera studio is impossible to disguise when the
program is being broadcast with full quality sound. 

PICTURES VERSUS WORDS
In the movies, the filmmakers can often tell a story purely
by pictures—a whole series of pictures that by their
composition, juxtapositions and so on give you the
atmosphere, mood, and feeling of what is going on. Often for
a major action movie, the amount of lines spoken is
frighteningly small. (How few lines for how many bucks did
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Sylvester Stallone say in Rambo III? Actually it was 592
words, well down from his appearance in First Blood, where
he spoke a grand total of 861.)

On television, no program maker would dare leave you
alone with pictures for too long, for you look away frequently
and, by missing one of the pictures or images, you would no
longer be able to follow the story. On television, then, the
story will more often than not be on the sound track. This
means that even if the viewer is looking away (or out of the
room) he will be able to follow the story and the action. That
is why characters talk nonstop in soap operas—they have
no choice. They must entertain and inform even when the
viewer is in the middle of going to the bathroom, eating a
meal or—and here you can fill in your own favorite TV-
watching activity.

SINGLE CAMERA VERSUS MULTICAMERA
Suppose there is a short scene to be shot of a group of you
listening to someone giving a lecture, and one of you turns
to the other and says, “This is boring!” and the other replies,
“Shhh.” How shall I put this on screen?

Let us pretend that you are saying the line and I am the
director. If I am doing it with a single camera (either film or
video), then I would place you in a real room (no need for a
studio and its expensive sets); I would set up the camera to
do a group shot (over the lecturer’s shoulder toward the
group, for instance); and I would set the lights so the room
and the students looked just right. I would then record the
whole scene—I would get my master shot.

The crew would then move the camera and move the
lights, so the camera was pointing at and giving me a close-
up of the “This is boring!” speaker—you. Furniture would be
moved to make space for the camera and lights, and maybe
a reflector board would be brought in to remove the bags
from under your eyes—oh, all the activity involved to get a
shot that looks just right. I would have the lights adjusted
so that there is only one light (your key light) reflected, to
give that wonderful single point of intensity in the middle of
your eyes. (You should, by the way, aim to get the same
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effect when your photograph is taken. There is no need for it
not to be there. Several lights in your eyes can make you
look shifty, and so can the white dot [the reflected light] if it
is to one side of your eye.)

 

Differences between Film and Television
FILM TELEVISION
• a series of “then”s • a series of “now”s
• usually uses
single camera

• often uses
multicamera

• up to 5 minutes a
day

• up to 50 minutes
a day

• usually on the big
screen

• always on the
small screen

• public viewing • private viewing
• viewed in dark • viewed in light
• story line often
told in pictures

• story line always
told in words

Then I would record your moment. My happy boom
operator would be able to get the microphone in just so, to
record nice, intimate sound. Maybe I don’t like the way you
say the line, maybe you don’t; in all I could easily do a
number of takes of the line “This is boring!” with a little
acting note attached to each, and you don’t know which
one I am going to use.

I would then get the crew to move the camera to your
friend, repeat all the business of moving lights and getting a
perfect shot before recording the replied, “Shhh.” Again, I
may ask for several takes of the “Shhh” to get various
versions for me to play with in editing. (The “This is boring!”
person need not, of course, be there for this. I could just get
the “Shhh” person to say the line to a mark.)

I take the three setups I have recorded either to the film
or video editing room, where I cut them together. As you can
see, I am not cutting together events that took place in real
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time, I am creating the moment out of a variety of “This is
boring!”s and “Shhh”s—and, particularly with film, I can
spend quite a bit of time playing around until the effect is
right

And how would I record this moment in a multicamera
setup? Well, for a start, I would not bring all my cameras and
associated crew to a small room; I would have them build a
replica of part of the room in a studio. I would rehearse with
the group of students in real time, getting what I wanted
fromthe actual performance. I would place three cameras:
one behind the lecturer looking over his shoulder toward the
students, one looking at the face of the “This is boring!”
speaker, and another camera tucked away for the face of the
“Shhh” person.

Unfortunately, I cannot put the cameras in the correct
places to get properly balanced shots. Although with the
individual camera setups I could put the camera where I
wanted, now I can only put a camera where it will not be
seen by the others, even if this means that the shot is not
quite what I want. The camera cannot get onto the eyeline,
and I am left with a three-quarters shot of the actors (if I
put the two cameras where they could each see the person
full face, they would also see each other!). The pictures are
then a compromise of what I would like, not as well
composed or balanced as the single camera setup.
Noticeably, the lighting for the three cameras is inferior to
the lighting I got for the individual camera. It is not just
because I cannot put in the reflector board to remove the
bags under your eyes because it would be seen by another of
the cameras. The lighting will be compromised, and let me
explain why.

Very approximately, to light an actor’s face you need a
key light (to give the glow and dot in the center of the eye), a
back light (to define the edge of the head against the
background) and the fill light (to, well, to fill in the
shadows). With a single camera setup, it is possible to get
all these lights in the correct places and light the face well.
With a three (or more) camera setup it is impossible, since
with all those lights (each camera needing a key, back, and
fill), there will be many little white dots in the centers of the
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eyes. A light that is a correct key for one camera becomes the
source of an annoying second light in the eyes for another
camera. The lighting and the camera positions are
compromised. (See chapter 11: Directing Actors for the
Screen for further thoughts on how, if you restrict yourself
to only two cameras, you can better approximate single
camera setups.)

The sound is also compromised, for the boom operator
cannot get his microphone down to record nice, intimate
sound, because then it would be seen in the wide shot. So
there is either compromise on quality, or else little
microphones have to be hidden in the set or radio mikes put
onto the actors. Both methods are time consuming, not
reliable, and neither sounds as good. 

The acting however in the multicamera setup is done in
“real” time— that is, the “Shhh” is the genuine and real-time
response to “This is boring!” Some actors prefer
multicamera, since it allows them to act in real time and for
longer chunks. A normal multicamera scene would not be a
short snippet like this example, but would be a long scene
lasting perhaps three to four minutes, with up to forty
different shots in it, with the cameras whizzing about
finding new positions to shoot from (in accordance with the
director’s planning) and the cutter/vision mixer cutting from
one camera to another, according to the shooting script.

There are, however, difficulties, as you can spot from the
adjust scale ofperformance to size of shot thoughts in
chapter 1: Screen versus Stage. Good multicamera actors
have to be prepared to switch in the middle of a speech from
long shot acting to close-up acting. (There are those who
don’t do any of this; they just act the way they think. This
leads to generalized acting and is usually associated with
situation comedies.) There are many actors who, once they
get into the swing of screen acting, really prefer the single
camera, since then they know exactly what the shot is and
can pour all their talent and concentration into each shot. In
Awakenings, for instance, there is a shot of Robert De Niro
with his arms open wide. In fact, there is a long shot with
his arms opened wide, followed by a medium shot with his 
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