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 Studying visual texts – an introduction 
Films are a popular medium for entertaining and educating audiences around the world. As critical students of 
English, it is important that you understand the persuasive techniques used by directors to get their message 
across to audiences. Understanding the fi lm medium is complex, and it requires a lot of effort and careful 
consideration. The tasks in this chapter will help you to understand and enjoy fi lms on a new level.

Film, like any constructed narrative, allows the director to build a story for the audience. By developing believable 
characters, settings, situations and resolutions, it communicates a story that connects with a range of ages and 
cultures. The story-telling process in fi lm can be enhanced by the use of colour, visual motif, soundtrack and 
considered editing. 

Features of fi lm
While fi lm does have some features common to a literary text, such as setting, characters and themes, it also has 
a range of specialist features to explore. When studying a fi lm or visual text, you need to consider:

Methods used in 
visual texts to 
convey themes

visual motifs 
and metaphors

editing

cinematography

setting and context

characterisation 
and dialogue

genre conventions

lighting

sound

the director’s stylistic decisions

costumes and props

narrative structure
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Visual text techniques

Visual features
Shot types

Camera shot types are measured on the length of a person. We are able to work out which shot type the director 
is using by determining how much of a person is shown in the frame. Different shots are used to present the 
story in a certain way, and also to help the viewer react to different aspects of the story in particular ways.

Extreme 
close-up:

An eye. This shot type is used to draw the audience’s attention to something that is 
important to the narrative. 

Close-up: A face. This is used to draw the audience’s attention to something while still showing 
something else signifi cant in the frame. For example, it might show the emotions that one 
character is experiencing. 

Mid close-up: Head and shoulders. This is often used to show conversations between people, as the 
audience is able to see the person talking and also some background or the person who is 
being spoken to. 
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 Analysing genre and genre conventions
When an audience buys a ticket to a movie, records on MY SKY or selects a DVD from the shelf, they do so with 
the knowledge of what they are choosing – at least to some degree. The choices of drama, action, comedy, 
romantic comedy, thriller, family or festival are clearly identifi ed, usually by the title, cover or trailer as well as the 
description offered to those looking to make a selection. Each genre has a collection of predictable aspects, from 
the use of canned laughter and high-key lighting in comedies to fake blood and reaction shots in thrillers.

Case study example

For Out of the Blue, the opening description reads, ‘On November 13th 1990, in the peaceful New 
Zealand town of Aramoana, local man David Gray took a high-powered automatic weapon 
and shot dead 13 of his neighbours. It remains the worst mass murder in New Zealand’s 
history.’ Out of the Blue is a docu-drama. This allows the audience to know before watching that 
it involves aspects of a documentary – possibly involving conventions like subtitles, based on true 
events or interviews, along with the traditional aspects of a drama. Drama conventions are commonly 
recognised with heightened emotional states, building tension and confl ict.

The script for Out of the Blue works to recreate the last days leading up to the massacre and offer 
insight into the horror that was 13 November 1990. 

 Genre 1
Examine the following descriptions from the covers of some movies. Classify the genre by commenting on what 
the audience would expect to see.

1. ‘A cool cast of young stars is just one of the things you’ll love about this hilarious comedy hit! On the first day 
at his new school, Cameron instantly falls for Bianca, the gorgeous girl of his dreams! The only problem is that 
Bianca is forbidden to date … until her ill-tempered completely un-dateable older sister Kat goes out, too!’

10 Things I Hate About You

 Genre: 

 Audience expectations and quotes as evidence: 

2. ‘Eleven men, three casinos and one night. The plan is set and conman Danny Ocean and his eleven-man 
crew are about to score big in the most high-tech heist in history.’

Ocean’s Eleven

 Genre: 

 Audience expectations and quotes as evidence: 

By knowing your visual text’s genre and its conventions, you can predict aspects such as structure, 
cinematography choices, confl ict and resolution.

Answers
p.  50
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 Genre 2
What is the title and genre of the visual text you are studying? 

Make three predictions based on these two pieces of information.

1. 

2. 

3. 
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 Analysing setting 
As a critical student of English, you need to consider the social, political and historical setting that the fi lm was 
made in. 

Setting

Political –  What was politically important at the time?  

Social –  What was the state of society at the time? 

Historical –  What aspects of history led to the fi lm being created in this way? 

Setting is important as it infl uences the characters’ actions and personalities. It also infl uences the characters’ 
attitudes and their morals, as well as the problems and issues that they face. When studying texts, you need to 
look specifi cally at time and place in relation to setting. 

Time 
You need to consider the following. 
• Time of day – this might give the audience clues about the amount of time that has lapsed since the 

previous scene. It might also contribute to the moods and attitudes of the characters. 
• Date – this might help the audience to understand that the action is taking place at a signifi cant time in 

history. It might also be a signifi cant literary device that lets the audience know of a time period that has 
passed. 

• Year – this will help the audience draw connections between the piece of literature and real events that 
happened in that year. 

Place 
• Physical setting, i.e. where the events of the fi lm take place. This creates a relationship between the 

characters and their surroundings. 
• Non-physical setting or context – this encompasses aspects such as social, historical, cultural and 

political aspects. 

The signifi cance of setting 
Setting is important for a range of reasons. Below is a list of ways in which the setting is important to your 
overall understanding of the fi lm. Try to be as detailed as possible when you are taking notes about the fi lm you 
are studying. 
• Setting creates an atmosphere that affects the way the audience relates to the work. 
• Setting is sometimes set up as a ‘character’ in its own right. 
• Setting may infl uence a character’s motivation towards something signifi cant in the fi lm. 
• Setting may become an obstacle that the characters need to overcome. 

The opening scenes
The opening scenes set up the fi lm’s setting. This is also known as the exposition – the audience is exposed to 
images of the place and are often guided to a time and place where the story is set. A close look at the opening 
scene is important to gain a sense of place, a clue to the identity of the protagonist and the type of complication 
that will develop. You may fi nd that the key questions that drive the fi lm are set up in the opening minutes. For 
example, in the opening scenes of The Shawshank Redemption, we fi nd ourselves asking whether Andy Dufresne 
is innocent. In The Pianist, we wonder whether the protagonist Wladyslaw Szpilman will survive the Nazis and 
World War II. The opening scenes are an essential part of the fi lm to analyse.
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Common styles of setting a location are by using an extreme long shot that enables the audience to recognise or 
get a sense of where the fi lm is located; for example, when the helicopter swoops across the water towards the 
tiny island in the middle of nowhere where the second Jurassic Park fi lm was located, or alternatively as in Rango 
where we start up close inside his glass habitat and a slow reveal allows us to recognise that he is packed in the 
back of his owner’s car on the way across country on holiday. Both these styles allow the director to capture a 
sense of place and time in the opening moments.

Setting in the opening scene
Watch the opening scene of your fi lm a few times. Take notes on the techniques listed and fi ll in details in the 
table below.

Technique
Relevant verbal and visual 

details Purpose

Costume

Make-up and hair

Place and landscape

Dialogue

Music

Sounds

Activities
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 Analysing character
Characters are very important because they are the vehicles that drive the action of a fi lm, and also often help 
the audience to learn about the integral themes of the fi lm. When considering the main characters in a fi lm, it is 
essential that you take the time to look closely at signifi cant aspects of each character.

Typically, fi lm directors use costuming, dialogue, lighting, character placement, symbolism and framing to 
establish a character. The director needs to create a character that is believable. The audience, if they are to stay 
attentive to the whole fi lm, needs to care about what happens to the character, whether it is to see them judged 
or saved at the end of the narrative.

In addition to having an actor or actress give a successful performance in their role, the director provides layers of 
information for the viewer in the fi lming and editing decisions they make. 

Character placement
The way that characters relate to one another and to the audience – referred to as blocking – says something 
about how the audience is supposed to think of them. There are obvious cues: characters close to each other may 
be romantically involved, even if they are not touching each other, while physical distance between characters 
perhaps suggests alienation between them.

For example: In the fi lm, The Piano, the main female character, Ada, is often framed or blocked by physical 
structures such as doorways, heavy tree limbs or fence posts. This blocking symbolically represents her lack of 
power and lack of choice. Her body is physically being overwhelmed by elements in the fi lm shot, reducing her 
personal power and any chance of control over her life. 

Framing characters
This relates to how characters enter and exit the frame. If people and objects enter the scene randomly, it creates 
a sense that there is a world beyond the frame and that the world is natural and happening regardless of the 
narrative the audience is seeing. On the other hand, if there is a careful choreography for how people and objects 
enter the frame, then it creates an artifi cial feeling that everything is happening for a purpose and the frame is 
limited to what the audience is watching.

For example:

It is possible in this close-up frame to see that there is something behind the actress that is terrifying her. By 
focusing on her eyes, we feel her fear and our frustration at not being able to see what is frightening her, which 
makes us more uncomfortable and anxious.
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Matthew Sunderland as killer David Gray in director Robert Sarkies’ Out of the Blue

Case study example: Characterisation of David Gray

David Gray was a recluse, whom his neighbours thought odd, but harmless. On 13 November 1990 
– they found out they were wrong. 

Director, Robert Sarkies made the comment: 

‘I think it’s very easy to look at people who do things like this and demonise them; however, 
the people who perpetrate those monstrous acts are actually still human beings. We wanted to 
find the human being in the David Gray character, at least at times. You put an audience in a 
very weird and uncomfortable place where you help them empathise with a person who’s done 
terrible things, but I don’t think we cross the line.’

In order to expose the nature of David Gray to the audience, Sarkies used a variety of techniques:
• over-the-shoulder shots
• focus (deliberate out-of-focus backgrounds)
• partial reveals / fragments of his face / profi le
• metaphor (guns and military paraphernalia represented who David was)
• low-key lighting
• framing (off-centre or overwhelmed or isolated).
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 Analysing themes 
A theme is a central or underlying idea that is present in a literary text. When we think about a fi lm, we need to 
decide what messages the director has chosen to convey in the fi lm and how the director has crafted the fi lm to 
convey these themes. 

How the theme is developed 
Often there is more than one important idea or message in a fi lm. Once you have decided what central messages 
are present, you will be able to complete the diagram below to consolidate your understanding of the theme. 
You will also comment on how the director has developed the theme and the relevance of the theme to specifi c 
characters and events in the fi lm. 

Ways in which the theme is developed could include: 
• dialogue between specifi c characters 
• actual scenes that help to highlight a central message 
• camerawork that highlights the role of a character (e.g. high-angle shot of antagonist to show him/her as 

weak and vulnerable) 
• lighting decisions made by the director to highlight a theme (e.g. a complex character is shown with half of 

his/her face in light while the other half is in darkness to show that this character has the capacity to be both 
good and evil). 

The techniques used by the director to characterise the protagonist (main character) will typically also support the 
presentation of the thematic concerns in the visual text. As the director’s prime focus and narrative device, the 
main character has a key role in communicating the director’s style and message.

A visual text layers the presentation of theme in with the director’s style and cinematic choices, the 
characterisation of key characters and the setting. In addition to these visual elements, the verbal features of 
dialogue also support the communication of the director’s message and purpose. 

Themes 1
One of the simplest ways to discover the theme or message of a visual text is to brainstorm key things that you 
remember about the fi lm. If you need to, you could ask yourself, ‘If I had to describe this fi lm to a friend in one or 
two sentences – what would I say?’
1. Fill in the cloud bubbles opposite with your thoughts.
 Make at least one statement or message about each of the broader concepts you have mentioned in your bubbles. 
 For example, you could talk about:

• Courage
• Family
• Survival
• Alienation
• Humanity
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What is it 
about?

2. Themes in my fi lm

Example

Courage: Courage is a quality that allows ordinary people to do extraordinary things when a 
situation demands it.

Example: Jamal in Slumdog Millionaire was able to leave the slums and take a risk to improve himself 
by competing on Who Wants to be a Millionaire?’

 a. Theme:

  Example:

 b. Theme:

  Example:

 c. Theme:

  Example:
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 ANSWERS

For most of the tasks, student answers will vary depending on the visual text 
they have studied.

 Genre 1 (page 17)
1. Genre: Rom Com (Romantic Comedy)  

 Audience expectations and quotes as evidence: We expect a light-
hearted movie (‘hilarious comedy hit’) with a romantic boy-meets-girl-
and-falls-in-love storyline (‘Cameron instantly falls for Bianca, the 
gorgeous girl of his dreams’). There has to be some obstacle to cause 
tension and confl ict (‘Bianca is forbidden to date … until her ill-
tempered completely un-dateable older sister Kat goes out, too’) 
but we know it will all end happily.

2. Genre: Thriller  

 Audience expectations and quotes as evidence: We expect an exotic 
setting (‘three casinos’) for an unusual crime (‘the most high-tech 
heist in history’), with lots of action and twists in the plot (‘plan is set’ 
and ‘score big’).

 Characterisation (page 33)
1.  Over-the-shoulder shot makes us feel as if we are watching David in his 

own home. Builds his paranoia. Likes to read books. Possibly spends a 
lot of time alone. Low-key lighting suggest shadows / things we do not 
know about him.

2.  David alone on his bike. Rough road surface, physically challenging. 
Eyes cast down – to watch road, but also possibly to avoid eye contact 
with people. Wearing a balaclava for cold and hiding himself. Long 
shot makes his expression diffi cult to see.

3.  David framed off-centre to suggest he is different. Hills in background 
overwhelm him, making him appear vulnerable or intimidated. Man 
versus nature, with man looking overpowered. Once again the long 
shot forces the audience to stay at a distance from him. Builds on the 
sense that we are watching him from afar.
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