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Understanding Film Art: An Introduction with
David Bordwell

Embarking on the study of film can feel like stepping into a vast and complex
universe, but understanding film art as an introduction is a crucial first
step to navigating its rich tapestry. This comprehensive exploration delves
into the foundational principles of film analysis, drawing heavily on the
seminal work of David Bordwell, a towering figure in film theory and
criticism. We will unpack how Bordwell, often in collaboration with Kristin
Thompson, revolutionized the way we understand cinematic form, style, and
narrative. This article aims to equip you with the essential tools to
appreciate the artistic and technical achievements of filmmakers, moving
beyond passive viewing to active engagement with the medium. Prepare to
discover the intricate building blocks of cinema, from the fundamental
elements of film form to the sophisticated ways in which filmmakers craft
meaning and evoke emotional responses. Our journey into film art, guided by
Bordwell's insights, promises to illuminate the often-unseen architecture of
your favorite films.
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The Enduring Significance of David Bordwell in
Film Studies

David Bordwell's contributions to film studies are nothing short of
transformative. His analytical rigor and systematic approach have provided
generations of students and scholars with a robust framework for
understanding the complexities of cinema. In an era often characterized by
subjective interpretation, Bordwell championed a more formalist and
analytical method, emphasizing the inherent artistic qualities and technical
craftsmanship of filmmaking. His extensive body of work, particularly with
Kristin Thompson, has established a lexicon and a set of analytical tools
that remain indispensable for anyone seeking a deeper appreciation of film
art. This introduction to film art, through the lens of David Bordwell,
emphasizes the importance of understanding how films are made and how their
formal elements contribute to their overall meaning and impact. His
foundational texts, such as "Film Art: An Introduction," have become the go-
to resource for discerning the artistic intentions and techniques employed by
filmmakers across various genres and historical periods.

Defining Film Art: Beyond Entertainment

At its core, film art transcends mere entertainment. While films can
certainly be enjoyable and engaging on a surface level, the concept of film
art invites us to look deeper, to recognize the deliberate choices and
creative processes that shape the cinematic experience. David Bordwell’s work
consistently underscores that filmmaking is a complex artistic endeavor, akin
to painting, literature, or music, where form and content are inextricably



linked. Understanding film art means appreciating the conscious decisions
made by directors, cinematographers, editors, and sound designers to evoke
specific emotional responses, convey ideas, and construct compelling
narratives. It involves dissecting the visual language, the temporal pacing,
and the auditory landscape of a film to understand how these elements work in
concert to create meaning and artistic impact. This approach moves beyond
simply asking "What happens in the movie?" to exploring "How does the movie
make us feel and think it happens?".

Key Concepts in Bordwell's Approach to Film Art

David Bordwell's analytical framework is built upon several foundational
concepts that are crucial for any introduction to film art. He emphasizes the
systematic study of film form, believing that understanding how a film is
constructed is essential to understanding its artistic merit and its
communicative power. Central to his approach is the idea of form, which he
defines as the overall system of relationships between the parts of a film
and the whole. This includes narrative structure, stylistic choices, and
thematic development. Another key concept is style, which refers to the
specific ways in which a filmmaker uses the various techniques of cinema to
achieve particular effects. Bordwell also highlights the importance of
pattern and repetition, arguing that recognizing recurring motifs, visual
styles, or narrative structures can unlock deeper layers of meaning within a
film. Furthermore, his work stresses the distinction between story (the
chronological sequence of events in the film's world) and plot (the way those
events are presented to the audience). Understanding these concepts provides
a robust foundation for analyzing any film.

Understanding Film Form: The Building Blocks of
Cinematic Expression

Film form refers to the way a film is organized and the totality of its
elements. David Bordwell, in "Film Art: An Introduction," meticulously breaks
down film form into its constituent parts, allowing viewers to appreciate the
craftsmanship involved in every aspect of production. This understanding is
vital for anyone seeking to move beyond a passive viewing experience. Each
element, from the initial framing of a shot to the final sound mix, plays a
crucial role in shaping the viewer's perception and emotional response. By
dissecting these components, we gain a profound appreciation for the artistry
that underpins even the most seemingly straightforward cinematic narratives.
This section will explore the primary formal elements as outlined by
Bordwell, providing a comprehensive overview of how filmmakers construct
their worlds.



Mise-en-scène: Orchestrating the Visual World

Mise-en-scène, a term borrowed from theatre, refers to everything that
appears before the camera and its arrangement—setting, props, lighting,
costume, makeup, and the behavior of the figures. David Bordwell highlights
mise-en-scène as a fundamental aspect of film art, as it establishes the
visual environment and contributes significantly to a film's atmosphere,
characterization, and thematic concerns. The careful consideration of each
element within the frame can convey subtle meanings, create emotional
resonance, and guide the audience's attention. For instance, the deliberate
choice of color palettes in a film’s mise-en-scène can evoke particular
moods, while the staging of actors within the space can reveal their
relationships and psychological states. Understanding mise-en-scène allows us
to appreciate the deliberate construction of cinematic reality.

Cinematography: Capturing and Shaping the Image

Cinematography encompasses all the ways in which the camera is used to record
images and create the visual experience of a film. This includes camera
angles, framing, shot duration, camera movement, focus, and lighting. David
Bordwell's analysis emphasizes how these choices are not arbitrary but are
deliberate artistic decisions that shape our perception of the on-screen
action. A low-angle shot, for example, can make a character appear powerful
and imposing, while a close-up can draw us intimately into their emotional
state. Camera movement, such as a tracking shot or a crane shot, can create a
sense of dynamism or emphasize the spatial relationship between characters.
The way light is used—high-key or low-key lighting—can dramatically affect
the mood and tone of a scene. Mastering cinematography is a hallmark of
skilled filmmakers, and recognizing these techniques is key to understanding
film art.

Editing: The Art of Temporal and Spatial
Manipulation

Editing is the process of joining shots together to create a continuous flow
of images and sounds, and it is arguably one of cinema's most powerful
artistic tools. David Bordwell’s introduction to film art places significant
emphasis on the editor’s role in shaping narrative, pacing, and emotional
impact. Editing controls not only the duration of shots but also how they are
juxtaposed, creating relationships between images that might not exist in
reality. Techniques like the continuity editing system, prevalent in
classical Hollywood, aim to create an illusion of seamlessness and immersion.
However, filmmakers also employ montage, cross-cutting, and other more
disruptive editing styles to create specific effects, such as highlighting
thematic parallels or conveying a sense of urgency. The rhythm and flow of



editing profoundly influence how we understand and experience a film's story.

Sound: The Unseen Dimension of Film

Often overlooked by casual viewers, sound design is a critical component of
film art. David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson consistently highlight the
multifaceted role of sound in cinema. This includes dialogue, sound effects,
and music. Sound can inform us about the narrative, establish the setting,
reveal character emotions, and create atmosphere. Diegetic sound originates
from within the film's world, while non-diegetic sound, such as a musical
score, is added externally. The interplay between these elements is crucial.
For example, a sudden silence in a scene can be as impactful as a loud
explosion, highlighting a shift in mood or emphasizing a character's
isolation. The careful crafting of a film's soundscape is integral to its
artistic success and its ability to engage the audience on multiple sensory
levels.

Narrative in Film: Structure, Story, and Style

Narrative is the backbone of most films, guiding the audience through a
sequence of events. David Bordwell's extensive writings on narrative
structure provide a critical framework for analyzing how stories are told in
cinema. He differentiates between the story (the chronological arrangement of
all events depicted or implied) and the plot (the way the story's events are
presented in the film). Understanding this distinction is fundamental to
appreciating the filmmaker's choices in structuring the narrative, including
the use of flashbacks, flashforwards, and non-linear timelines. Bordwell's
work emphasizes how narrative functions to create engagement, build suspense,
and convey meaning, and how variations in narrative style can lead to vastly
different viewer experiences. This section explores the common patterns and
deviations in cinematic storytelling.

Classical Hollywood Narrative: The Dominant Mode

The Classical Hollywood narrative style, as extensively analyzed by David
Bordwell, is characterized by its emphasis on continuity, clarity, and goal-
oriented protagonists. This mode typically features a linear progression of
events, driven by clear cause-and-effect relationships, and culminates in a
resolution where conflicts are resolved. The primary aim is to create an
immersive and engaging experience for the audience, minimizing distractions
and guiding viewers smoothly through the story. Bordwell's research
highlights key stylistic conventions such as continuity editing, unobtrusive
camerawork, and a focus on character development that contribute to this
coherent and predictable narrative flow. Understanding this dominant mode



provides a benchmark against which to compare other narrative approaches in
film art.

Alternative Narrative Strategies

While Classical Hollywood narrative remains influential, filmmakers across
the globe and throughout history have explored a diverse range of alternative
narrative strategies. These can include non-linear storytelling, fragmented
timelines, ambiguous endings, and the subversion of traditional plot
structures. David Bordwell's work acknowledges and analyzes these departures
from the norm, recognizing that they are often employed to achieve specific
artistic effects, challenge audience expectations, or explore complex themes.
For example, films that employ episodic structures or focus on a multitude of
characters rather than a single protagonist offer a different mode of
engagement. These deviations are not necessarily flaws but rather deliberate
choices that expand the expressive possibilities of film art, inviting more
active interpretation from the viewer.

Causality, Continuity, and Comprehension

Central to effective narrative, particularly within the classical model, are
the principles of causality, continuity, and comprehension. David Bordwell's
insights into these elements reveal how filmmakers construct coherent and
understandable stories. Causality refers to the cause-and-effect
relationships that drive the plot forward; each event logically leads to the
next. Continuity, achieved through techniques like continuity editing,
ensures a smooth and unbroken flow of action and space, preventing the
audience from being jolted out of the narrative world. Comprehension is the
ultimate goal: enabling the audience to follow the story, understand
character motivations, and grasp the film's thematic concerns. When these
elements are skillfully manipulated, they create a compelling and immersive
cinematic experience that engages the viewer on both intellectual and
emotional levels.

The Role of the Filmmaker: Intent and
Interpretation

A crucial aspect of understanding film art is considering the role of the
filmmaker. David Bordwell's work often grapples with the question of
authorial intent versus audience interpretation. While acknowledging that
films are created by individuals with specific visions and goals, he also
emphasizes that the meaning of a film is not solely dictated by its creator.
The viewer actively participates in constructing meaning by bringing their



own experiences, cultural backgrounds, and analytical skills to the viewing
process. Bordwell encourages a balanced approach, where understanding the
filmmaker's techniques and potential intentions enhances, rather than limits,
the viewer's personal engagement with the artwork. This perspective allows
for a richer and more nuanced appreciation of film as a collaborative and
interpretive medium.

Analyzing Film Art: A Methodological Framework

To truly appreciate film art, adopting a structured analytical approach is
essential. David Bordwell’s extensive writings provide a robust
methodological framework for dissecting films. This involves moving beyond
simply summarizing the plot to examining how the story is told and why
certain choices were made. Key steps in this process include:

Identifying the film's genre and its conventions.

Analyzing the formal elements: mise-en-scène, cinematography, editing,
and sound.

Deconstructing the narrative structure: story vs. plot, causality, and
pacing.

Examining stylistic patterns and repetitions.

Considering the role of performance and character development.

Evaluating the film's thematic concerns and how they are conveyed
through form.

By systematically applying these analytical tools, viewers can gain a deeper
understanding of a film's artistic construction and its overall impact.

Beyond the Classics: Exploring Diverse
Cinematic Traditions

While David Bordwell's foundational work often draws from the rich history of
classical filmmaking, his analytical principles are transferable to a vast
array of cinematic traditions. Understanding film art extends beyond the
Western canon to encompass the diverse and innovative approaches found in
global cinema, independent filmmaking, and experimental cinema. Bordwell
himself has been a significant proponent of studying national cinemas and
their unique stylistic characteristics. Whether it’s the intricate



storytelling of Indian cinema, the visual poetry of French New Wave, or the
bold experimentation of avant-garde filmmakers, the analytical tools of film
form and style remain indispensable. This broader perspective enriches our
understanding of cinema as a dynamic and globally varied art form, showcasing
the myriad ways filmmakers harness the medium's expressive potential.

Conclusion: The Lasting Legacy of Film Art: An
Introduction David Bordwell

In conclusion, this exploration of film art, guided by the seminal work of
David Bordwell, underscores the profound depth and complexity of the
cinematic medium. By delving into the fundamental principles of film
form—mise-en-scène, cinematography, editing, and sound—and by understanding
the intricacies of narrative structure, we gain the tools to move from
passive spectatorship to active, informed appreciation. David Bordwell's
enduring legacy lies in his ability to provide a systematic and analytical
framework that illuminates the deliberate artistry behind filmmaking. His
emphasis on form, style, and pattern empowers audiences to recognize the
countless creative decisions that shape our cinematic experiences.
Ultimately, "Film Art: An Introduction David Bordwell" equips us to
understand cinema not just as entertainment, but as a rich and multifaceted
art form, inviting a lifetime of discovery and critical engagement.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary focus of David Bordwell's 'Film
Art: An Introduction'?
David Bordwell's 'Film Art: An Introduction' primarily focuses on providing a
comprehensive and analytical approach to understanding film as an art form.
It emphasizes film's formal qualities, stylistic choices, and narrative
structures, encouraging readers to engage critically with cinematic works
rather than just passively consuming them.

How does Bordwell's 'Film Art' differentiate itself
from other film appreciation books?
Bordwell's 'Film Art' distinguishes itself by its rigorous analytical
framework and its emphasis on the 'poetics' of cinema. Unlike books that
might focus on historical overviews or genre studies alone, Bordwell teaches
readers how to 'read' films by understanding how formal elements work
together to create meaning and evoke responses.



What are some key concepts introduced in 'Film Art'
that are essential for understanding cinema?
Key concepts introduced include narrative (storytelling, plot, segmentation),
style (cinematography, editing, sound, mise-en-scène), genre, and film as an
institution. Bordwell also introduces the idea of 'formal analysis' –
breaking down films into their constituent parts to understand their overall
effect.

Why is Bordwell's approach considered influential in
film studies?
Bordwell's approach is influential because it provides a systematic and
accessible method for analyzing films. His focus on formal elements and the
viewer's active role in constructing meaning has empowered generations of
students and scholars to engage with cinema on a deeper, more intellectual
level.

What is the 'cognitive-psychological' approach
Bordwell often advocates for in film analysis?
The cognitive-psychological approach in 'Film Art' suggests that film
analysis should consider how the human mind perceives and processes
information. This includes understanding how cinematic techniques like
editing, framing, and sound can affect a viewer's attention, memory, and
emotional responses.

Who is the intended audience for 'Film Art: An
Introduction'?
The intended audience for 'Film Art: An Introduction' is broad, encompassing
undergraduate and graduate students of film studies, as well as general
readers interested in developing a more analytical and informed understanding
of cinema. It's a foundational text for anyone wanting to truly appreciate
the art and craft of filmmaking.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to David Bordwell's approach to film art, with
descriptions:

1. Film History: An Introduction by David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson
This foundational text provides a comprehensive overview of cinema's
evolution, examining historical periods, movements, and key technological and
stylistic developments. It emphasizes a contextual understanding of
filmmaking, moving beyond a purely auteurist perspective to consider broader
social, industrial, and aesthetic forces. The book encourages readers to



analyze films within their historical frameworks, offering insights into how
film art has changed and diversified over time.

2. The Cinema of Narration: A Problem of Film by David Bordwell
Bordwell delves into the complex workings of narrative structure in cinema,
exploring how films guide viewer attention and create meaning. He analyzes
the various techniques filmmakers employ to construct stories, from plot
construction and character development to point-of-view and temporal
manipulation. This book is crucial for understanding the underlying
principles that make film narratives engaging and comprehensible.

3. Figures Traced in Light: Planning and Filming the Shot by David Bordwell
and Janet Staiger
This title examines the crucial pre-production and production phase of
filmmaking, focusing on the craft of cinematography and mise-en-scène. It
explores how directors and cinematographers plan and execute individual shots
to achieve specific expressive and narrative effects. The book offers a
detailed look at the visual language of film and the artistic decisions that
shape what we see on screen.

4. Storytelling in Film: Showing and Telling by David Bordwell
Bordwell investigates the fundamental ways films convey information and build
narratives, differentiating between "showing" (visual presentation) and
"telling" (explicit exposition). He analyzes how filmmakers skillfully
balance these modes to create compelling and immersive experiences for the
audience. This work is vital for appreciating the nuanced craft of
screenwriting and direction.

5. The Films of Yasujirō Ozu by David Bordwell
This in-depth study offers a detailed analysis of the cinematic style and
thematic concerns of the influential Japanese director Yasujirō Ozu. Bordwell
dissects Ozu's distinctive use of framing, camera movement, editing, and
narrative to understand his unique artistic vision. The book is a prime
example of applying formalist analysis to a specific filmmaker's oeuvre,
revealing the systematic nature of his art.

6. On the History of Film Style by David Bordwell
Bordwell charts the development of different cinematic styles throughout
history, arguing that style is not merely decorative but is deeply
intertwined with production, exhibition, and reception. He examines how
distinct stylistic conventions have emerged and evolved across various
national cinemas and historical periods. This book challenges simplistic
notions of film history by emphasizing the patterned regularity and
historical contingency of stylistic change.

7. Planet Hong Kong: Film, Globalization, and the Hong Kong Film Industry by
David Bordwell
This book provides a comprehensive look at the vibrant and influential Hong
Kong film industry, analyzing its unique cultural, economic, and aesthetic
characteristics. Bordwell explores the industry's rise, its distinctive
genres and filmmaking practices, and its engagement with global markets. It



offers a crucial case study of how a local film culture can achieve
international significance while retaining its distinctiveness.

8. Minding Movies: An Exploration of Movies and How We Watch Them by David
Bordwell
In this collection of essays, Bordwell turns his analytical gaze to the
experience of watching movies, exploring how audiences make sense of films
and how films engage our cognitive and emotional responses. He discusses
topics such as film comprehension, genre conventions, and the psychological
aspects of cinematic engagement. The book provides accessible yet insightful
reflections on the fundamental relationship between film and its viewers.

9. Shooting to Thrill: Cinema's History of Action by David Bordwell
This work examines the evolution and diverse manifestations of action cinema
across different national cinemas and historical periods. Bordwell analyzes
the stylistic and narrative conventions that define action films, from early
chase sequences to modern blockbusters. The book offers a rigorous and
illuminating exploration of a popular and often-misunderstood genre,
demonstrating its artistic complexity and historical significance.
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