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                                           AP/HUMA 1780 6.0 SECTION 
                                           STORIES IN DIVERSE MEDIA

Week Three – Analyzing Film

Your primary task this week is to view Frank Oz’s 2007 film, Death at a Funeral.

(Please make sure that you are not viewing the American version of this film done in 2010)  Make notes on the film in relation to the conventions of comedy.  Your first essay assignment is a short 1000-word analysis of this film and you are being asked to discuss how comedy is represented using the medium of film.

I will not be posting a detailed lecture on the film as I want students to do the work of analysis on the film.  You might want to review the lecture from week one on comic conventions in order to guide your analysis.  I will give you some basic guidelines on film analysis.  Remember, you are not expected to be a film major so make notes on what interests you in the film and develop your ideas from these notes.  You might also want to read my comments on gothic stories in film that I will be posting later this week.
Telling Stories Through the Medium of Film
As an auditory and visual medium not unlike performance texts, what an audience hears and sees is critical to the transmission of story through film.  One of the aspects of film that is distinctly different from a play is post-production such as editing and sound enhancement of a film.  So you want to pay close attention for instance to the sound of the hearse’s wheels on the pea gravel of the driveway as Daniel awaits the arrival of his father’s coffin to the house at the beginning of Death at a Funeral.  Maybe this is a minute detail but it helps to establish the tension and anticipation of the funeral and the sounds on that driveway have clearly been enhanced.  How does the soundtrack contribute to this anticipation as the opening credits coincide with the visual journey of the coffin on a black-and-white map?  Are any of these details relevant to comedy?
When Daniel discovers that the funeral home has brought the wrong body, the sombre movement of the beginning is reversed at an increased pace signalled by the physical movement, profanity and soundtrack.  This gives the viewer of the film a hint that the treatment of death will not be traditional and sombre but something quite different.   
The following are a basic list of elements in a film to note:

Sound
Make note of the sounds that would be heard logically by the characters in the 
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film.  These sounds are referred to as diegetic.  The sound of stones on the

driveway is an example of diegetic sound at the opening of this film.  Sounds that can be heard only within the mind of one character are referred to as internal diagetic.  An example of this type of sound would be Simon’s hallucinations during Daniel’s first attempt of the eulogy when Simon thinks he hears someone in the coffin.  Another good example of this type of sound is in Robert Zemeckis’ 2012 film Flight when the main character played by Denzel Washington has psychological triggers when he hears the sound of a plane and its takes him back to the trauma of the past. Only he can hear the plane and sounds inside the  cabin. Sound that cannot be heard by characters but is given to an audience directly by the director is referred to as nondiegetic.  Musical soundtracks that exist outside of the events of a film are examples of this type of sound.  Often particular pieces of music or different sounds are associated with particular characters or emotions.
Lighting
Lighting is important in so many different ways.  In photography, a sister art form to filmmaking, light is everything. Lighting establishes tone and calls attention to different elements in a scene or frame.  Low-key lighting creates more potential for shadows and the use of darkness in a frame can create suspense and tension.  Horror and mystery films use this type of lighting to create atmosphere and contribute to the overall impact of the film’s subject matter.  The use of low-key lighting in the garage scenes is used to intensify the secrecy of the conversation between Robert and Daniel about their father’s ‘secret’.  High-key lighting is when a scene or frame is flooded with light.  There are few scenes using this type of lighting in Death at a Funeral with the exception of the roof scenes when a naked Simon goes out on the roof of the house and threatens to jump.  The lighting contributes to the emotional pitch of this scene and the public exposure that Simon invites to his relationship with Martha.  The mourners become the audience to the events on the roof.  Neutral lighting is even lighting with neither bright or dark contrasts in light.  The majority of this film is shot in neutral lighting largely because so much of the events take place in the daytime inside the country house.  This type of lighting often establishes the realism of a scene.  Two other forms of lighting are front/rear lighting that uses soft, direct lighting on a character’s face or on the back of a character and bottom/side lighting that uses direct lighting from below or from one side.  When Simon embraces Sandra a little too close and a little too long, side lighting is used to emphasize Sandra’s reaction by focusing on the side of her face and Simon’s.  Clearly Simon has crossed a boundary of propriety.
Camera Angles
While I will be dividing the terminology used to discuss camera angles separately 
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from the terminology of camera movement, these two aspects of filmmaking are intricately linked and must be considered together.  Low angle is when the camera shoots a subject from below.  The effect of this type of camera angle is to view the subject as potentially threatening or overwhelming.  Alejandro Gonzalez Inarritu’s 2015 film The Revenant uses this type of camera angle to give a sense of the power of nature by emphasizing the size of the trees and the force of rivers.  This angle is used sparingly in Oz’s film but is used when Simon is on the roof.  High angle shoots are filmed from above the subject.  Using again The Revenant as an example, aerial shots of the vast landscape communicate the challenges the characters will face surviving this environment.  In Oz’s film, high angle shots are used to show the reaction of the mourner-spectators to Simon and Martha on the roof and are used in the study when Troy and others try to contain Peter and later try to discover whether he is alive or dead.  Eye level camera angles are even with the key characters’ eyes.  This is the predominant camera angle in the film and replicates the usual way in which people communicate.  Like the neutral lighting, eye level camera angles help to establish the realism of the film.  This is particularly evident in the opening scene of the film as the camera is focused on Daniel’s face awaiting the coffin of his father.  
We see his anticipation and his anxiousness.  Much of the comic effect in this film depends on eye level camera angles.  Canted or Dutch camera angles are tilted sideways on the horizontal line.  This is a favourite camera angle for directors of horror films.  Orson Welles uses this type of camera angle in films such as Citizen Kane (1941) and Othello (1952) for psychological effect.  This angle often indicates that things are off balance and potential unstable.  This angle is not used in Oz’s film.  Point of View(POV) shots replicates the perspective of a person involved in a scene;  it is as if what the audience sees through the lens of the camera is from the eyes of a particular person in a scene. Very few films are shot entirely from this angle.  Directors use this angle to invite the viewer into the perspective of a character.  If Frank Oz had shown the hallucinations that Simon and Peter experience by having POVs from their perspectives, the nature of the film might very much have approached the realm of fantasy.  There are few if any of these shots in the film.
Camera Movement
As I have previously mentioned, camera movement happens in tandem with camera angles to create perspective and effect in a film.  Panning is a stationary camera movement created by moving left or right.  This movement is used to communicate the context in which action and dialogue take place by reminding the viewer of what is beyond any particular camera frame.  When Rev. Davidson first hears Daniel’s eulogy, he looks at Robert and Robert and Rev. Davidson exchange a glance that references the opinion that as a professional writer it might be more fitting that Robert and not Daniel give the eulogy.  The panning movement between the faces of Robert, Rev. Davidson and Daniel help to create
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this dynamic.  You might also want to note how the emphasis of this incongruity at the beginning of the film is a type of role reversal.  Tilting movements are stationary camera movements up and down on a vertical plane.  This is one of the predominant camera angles used by Wes Anderson in many of his films.  It is  used in Death at a Funeral  only when Peter is bouncing on the couch just before he falls onto the coffee table in the study, but most of the action functions on a horizontal plane.  Zooming movement is a stationary camera but the lens of the camera moves to either make the subject larger (by zooming in) or smaller (by zooming out). When a director wants to contextualize an action within a setting but then wants to emphasize a particular character’s reaction to the situation, the director might zoom in to focus on the character’s face.  The lens in this film is often fixed and the close-up shots are created by camera angles and cutting to frames where the audience sees one character’s face and then the film cuts to another close-up of another character’s face.  Zooming is not used in the film.  This may be attributed to the director’s desire to focus on the social and cultural context of the film’s action and dialogue and to emphasize the film’s realism.  Dolly is movement where the camera itself is moving with the action.  The camera is mounted to a track or is on wheels or is handheld.  Dolly movement replicates the realism of action and handheld camera movement is used most typically in documentary and journalistic filming.  It gives the viewer a sense of being in the frames of the film.  The predominant movement in Oz’s film is dolly and panning movement.   When the action begins to get chaotic in the study, the movement of the camera follows the buffoonery of the characters.
Transitions
This is an editing function of filmmaking and refers to how a film moves from one section or scene to another.  If a director cuts from one scene or action to another, it often asks viewers to notice the parallels or conversely the stark contrasts between these scenes.  This is the main form of transition used in this film to highlight the women’s discussion of men (Jane and Martha outside the upstairs bathroom) in contrast to the men’s discussion of women (Howard and Uncle Alfie).  When I discussed exposition in performance texts in week one, I highlighted its importance to establishing tone and introducing plot and characters; you might want to consider the ways in which characters are introduced in this film through these cuts. At the beginning of the film, all of the characters are in transit to the funeral and the relationship contexts are introduced through a series of cuts:  Howard and Justin converse and Justin discusses his desire to see Martha again;  Martha and Simon discuss Simon’s anxiety in seeing Martha’s disapproving father as Martha asks Simon to relax as she yells at other drivers out of the car window;  Troy is introduced when Martha arrives to pick him up for the funeral and gives Simon ‘the valium’.  The pacing is fast and the profanity that is used establishes the comedy and connections 
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between these characters.  All of these characters in their relative contexts 
converge as they arrive at the country house for Edward’s funeral. Connections and transitions between scenes are often established through the repetition of certain actions and phrases that create parallels between different actions in the film. At the end of the film, there is a fade out at the completion of Daniel’s eulogy for his father that marks the end of the funeral and signals the shift from day to night.  Daniel, Robert and Jane converse in the living room and Jane’s dialogue about giving Uncle Alfie some ‘valium’ acts as a bridge to the final cut of the film as we see a naked Uncle Alfie on the roof.  Alfie’s dialogue parallels Simon’s earlier lines in the film:  “Everything is so fucking green.”  The daytime chaos of the funeral has resolved in renewed relationships between brothers, between spouses and between parent and child but the action of the film is circular as the film ends with the moonlight hallucinations of a stark naked, aged man and the promise of more chaos.
Mise-en-Scene
This term is imported from the stage (performance texts) to film.  This is a French term translated to “placing on stage”. In film, it refers to what appears within the frame of the shot and includes such things as props, costumes, camera angles, lighting, framing and composition and acting style.  When considering mise-en-scene, consider what or who the director emphasizes through placement in the  film frame through position, lighting, camera angle and movement. For instance, you might want to view Sandra’s introduction in the film in relation to her outfit, particularly her hat, her posture as she holds a container of perfectly arranged flowers and her dialogue as she warns her daughter-in-law Jane against “smudging” the coffin with her fingerprints. This introduction sets up the comic interaction between Sandra and Simon later in the film as Simon clearly is intrigued with the feathers of Sandra’s hat. Consider how colour is used in a film.  Are there dominant colours?  In this film, the colour palette of the living room is pastel and muted (soft blues and cream), in the study darker and richer tones of colour (burgundy and green) and the outside scenes emphasize the lushness of the garden so green is dominant.  The conservatory at the end of the living room is a connection to this organic setting of the garden.  The props and costumes socially place the action of this film within an upper class British setting where propriety and conservatism predominant.  This setting creates an appropriate cultural context for the comedic incongruity of the profanity, scatological (bathroom) humour and physical buffoonery of the action.
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