
The New Visual Idiom 

By Nat Sobel 

One of the most important components of good motion picture production 
as it exists today is the utilization of special effects and their proper plan- 
ning. To accomplish the purpose of the advertiser, producer or exhibitor, 
necessary optical stresses must be carefully planned in television or motion 
picture work. To that end, we have attempted to set forth reasons why 
certain effects are used in various ways. The following statements should 
suggest rather than set the rule for what we think is proper according to 
the experience which the writer has had. 

OW MANY OF us ever withdraw from H our daily preoccupations long 
enough to view this art  and science of 
motion pictures and television in a gen- 
eral and objective light? 

I have to confess my own shortcom- 
ings in this for, after a quarter of tt cen- 
tury in film production, much of it  in 
the jungles of negatives and positives, 
and in the press of everyday technical 
problems and deadlines, somehow I seem 
to have missed seeing the picture on ac- 
count of the footage. And so I shall at- 
tempt to assay my first love, my friend 
and foe alike of many years-the optical 
or special effect. Perhaps a review of 
opticals as we know them today will 
bring us some understanding of why 
they are now universally accepted as a 
mature medium of visual communica- 
tion. 

What a vexing problem the optical 
effect can often be. Yet 80 firmly is it  
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established in modern production, so ex- 
panded, so refined, that I’m sure we can 
think of it, without qualification, as a 
new visual idiom. 

Classijcation 
This new idiom may be classified into 

four specific categories: the fade, the 
dissolve, the wipe, and what is known 
by that rather nebulous and somewhat 
catchall term, the montage. 

This new idiom provides coherence 
and continuity to a film story. It opens 
and closes a sequence, i t  punctuates the 
narrative, it  permits a graceful transi- 
tion from sequence to sequence, even 
from scene to scene. 

The F’isual Idiom 
The idiom, as Ltssociatcd with lan- 

guage, is the product of natural growth. 
It originates to supplant an existing 
form, or to fill a need. And gradually, 
because of its convenience, its effective- 
ness, its superiority, the new form 
gains broadened usage until it  is fully 
integrated and accepted as part of the 
language. 
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Such has been the history of the opti- 
cal effect. The dispolve, for example, 
since its invention byhhe French cinema 
pioneer, George Melies, has risen from a 
singular display of genius to an integral 
pattern woven into the fabric of ekery 
worth-while film production. And, simi- 
larly, since the days of I). W. Griffith 
and the fabulous “Billy” Bitzer, it has 
been standard practice to begin a film 
with a fade-in and end it with a fade-out. 
We do this with an authority equal to 
the one that tells us to begin a sentence 
with a capital letter and to end it with 
a period. 

Not too many years ago opticals were 
regarded as anything but an accepted 
idiom. They were viewed more or less as 
a spectarulur vernacular. And yet we 
have only to analyze one of today’s pro- 
fessional films to realize how thoroughly 
opticals have been integrated into the 
language of the cinema and of tele- 
vision, particularly in the commercials, 
where opticals are now a mainstay. 

Today it is the rule-not the excep- 
tion-that every film deHigned to alert 
and hold the attention of an audience 
must be laced together with intelli- 
gently planned and professionally ren- 
dered special cffects or opticals. While 
the average viewer is rarely conscious of 
the actual techniques, he nevertheless 
feels their presence-or absmce-with- 
out identifying them. 

The Fade (Fig.  I )  
The grandaddy of all optical effects 

is, presumably, the fade. I n  essence, i t  
is a device used to represent a pause in 
the pictorial flow of the narrative. The 
fude means either “cessation of action” 
or “inauguration of action.” Properly 
used, the fade is to a screen play what 
the curtain is to the theater. The fade- 
in rsises the rurtttin, the fade-out lowers 
it. The fade supplies intrasequenre 
transition. 

Tcc4inicrtlly, the best fade is the most 
even fade. There are two ways to ex- 
erutc fades. One is to use B gradual re- 

duction or increase of light, controlled 
by a rheostat. The other is accom- 
plished by closing or opening’the camera 
shutter from 0’ to 170”. Although both 
methods are effective, our personal pref- 
erence is the latter. Especially is this 
true in shooting color, since light con- 
trolled by resistance tends to affect the 
color temperature of the light source, re- 
sulting in a not too faithful reproduction 
of the original. 

The Dissolve (Fig. I )  
The dissolve is a device that effects 

transition within the framework of a 
sequence, or between sequences, when 
there is to be no pause in the flow of the 
film. 

For instance, suppose we want to 
show the progress of a young chap from 
the time he is inducted into the army 
until the time he goes into battle. We 
have, let us say, scenes of our protag- 
onist enlisting, being examined, re- 
veiving his uniform, in training, embark- 
ing, landing, marching to the front, and 
finally in battle. Assuming that none of 
these scenes are ends in themselves, we 
could link them together with dissolves 
for transitional purposes and thus main- 
t:rin a definite and uninterrupted pace. 
The battle scene, on the other hand, 
would probably be an end in itself und so 
we would end it with a fade. 

The dissolve has been called-and 
with ample reason-the most significant 
of all cinematic and televisual discover- 
ies. It has myriad uses, many of them 
basic to the production of a convincing 
picture. Its extreme value is worthy of 
illustration by another hypothesis. 

Let’s assume we have a man-we’ll 
call him “Lefty”-approaching a build- 
ing and that we wish to move him inside 
and show him a t  work robbing a safe. 
Suppose there were no such thing as tt 
dissolve. We would have two alter- 
natives. One, we might expend the 
time and footage to bring Isfty into the 
building, up the elevator, along the cor- 
ridor and into an office. The alternative 
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Fig. 2. Graphic outlinc of a variety of optical wipe effects, 
reproduced from a chart made by Cineffects, Inc. 
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would be to straight-cut from exterior to 
interior, and thereby give the audience 
the impression that they are watching 
a jet-propelled Superman. 

Of course, the proper way to make the 
transition is to use the dissolve. 

A dissolve is nothing more than a 
combination of a fade-out and a fade-in. 
The measure of a good dissolve is the 
equilibrium of density, and of highlight 
and shadow, between the two shots 
used. Experience teaches us that the 
best dissolves are achieved when we do 
not use the same length of shot on both 
sides of the optical center. Flush dis- 
solves, which call for the opening and 
closing of the shutter to a full mathe- 
matical 170" during the time of the 
effect, are practical only when the dis- 
solve is made between two shots that 
have identical backgrounds. 

The Wipe(Fig. I )  
Figure 2 shows graphically the many 

types of wipes which are generally used. 
The wipes illustrated in Figs. 3 and 4 
are correlated by number with those on 
the chart (Fig. 2). 

The wipe is an optical device used to 
represent simultaneous action. 

Here we have Michael playing golf, 
and we wipe to a scene of his wife Jac- 
queline a t  a tea party. By this action 
we infer, visually, that Jacqueline is 
having tea while Michael is playing golf. 
The dissolve usually infers succeeding 
action, whereas the wipe infers contem- 
porary action. 

The psychology behind the use of 
many wipes in trailers and television 
spots is apparent when we consider that 
the purpose is to show that there are dis- 
tinct advantages in seeing the film or 
buying the product being advertised, 
because of the number of exciting and 
interesting situations happening in the 
film or a number of superiorities in the 
advertised product, situations or ad- 
vantages which thc patron can't afford 
to miss. The wipe is used to heighten 
this impression, to plant the idea that 

all these wonderful things are simply 
bursting through the sprocket holes, 
occurring almost simultaneously, 

Wipes are executed by means of film 
or metal mattes. In our optical depart- 
ment we have developed more than 120 
types, each one of which is capable of 
producing an unusual and individual 
type of effect. Trailers and television 
spots usually employ the more bizarre 
wipes, usually with sharp edges, which 
are calculated to give impact. In fea- 
tures, however, the principal types used 
are soft, the common types being right 
to left, left to right, diagonal and ver- 
tical. 
The Montage 

The montage offers the most fascinat- 
ing possibilities in this new visual idiom. 
And, although superimposition, split 
screens and similar tech'niques have en- 
livened some pictures which would 
otherwise have creaked through, mon- 
tages themselves have often mounted 
pictures to such powerful climaxes that 
no ordinary narrative could hope to 
keep abreast of them. 

An accurate definition of a montage is 
difficult. I t  has come to mean almost 
everything from superimposed scenes, 
double exposures of various kinds, and 
split screens, to a series of short shots 
dissolving into one another. 

The most fascinating aspect of the 
montage is the ability to burst the bonds 
of time and space (Figs. 5A and 5B), 
and even reason, and still to remain 
entirely credible. When we see the 
picture of a bullet superimposed over 
a shot of a turning globe which may 
even be combined with that of a ship a t  
sea with the waves breaking over its 
bow, we do not pause to question this 
violation of time and space. The ap- 
peal of the montage is wholly emotional. 
We feel that the montage-this magnifi- 
cent, yet almost entirely unexploited dc- 
vice-offers to producers an cffective 
transition and to television advertisers 
a brand new oinematic* dimension. (See 
Figs. 5A and 5B.) 

(See Figs. 3 and 4.) 
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Figure 5A 

Figure 5H 
Time-lapse iiionlage illustrating sirpcri tiipositiorl ovcr split screexl. 
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I’lannir~g 
I t  is our belicf thttt the motion picture 

in television is an :irceptcd rriedium o f  
cxpression rtncl thttt tr nitijor rcason for 
its :trrcptancc is the new visu:tl itlioni. 
The rntttuiity ol the optictil tec:liniqries 
Iwirigs :in :itltlition:il elenicnt of rcsponsi- 
lrility, pwti(*ulwIy with respcnt to tlic 
caic and forethought the 1)1~odii(*er 
slioultl put  into pltinning thcni. Thc 
tinic for planning is hrfororr pliot,ogr:q)liy 
is started. 

A typicd instanc*c wlirre proper fore- 
tliought spelled suc(:ess in thc end oc- 
cwrred in u pro(1uc:tion wlleic t h  
c:dlecl for I)ullets crnerging from tr mi- 
diine gun in nctioii. ICven tiww h l -  
lets, we know, w e  h 1 ~ 1 y  visible in dtiy- 
time, so that  a special tc4inique had to 
he worked out in atlvrtnc:c of sliooting. 

We worked out tlic following ~ J W Y -  

tlrirc: Tlie niacliine giui wis :tnc.ho~~etl 
imtl photogrttphcd in nc-tion t l u h g  the, 
tl:tytinic?. Thcri, the stinic gun wtis 
pliotograpliecl in tiction :it night, wing 
tracer Irullets wliich wwe visi1)le :is t h y  
emerged from the I)rtri.cl in tlic tlttrkncss. 

It wtts possil)le thcn to liteially riiiittc 
out the sul)erfluous exposure in the scc- 
o r i t l  shot, and superimpose it over the 
tlayliglit shot, at the sainc time clotlging 
out the superfluous exposure of the sky 
iii tlic first take. The nct  result w t s  
visible bullets cnierging from the nitt- 
cshinc gun (Fig. 6). 

Atlvuiiccd plttnniirg mrinot be over- 
cwphasixed. Tliere are good shots for 
wipes trriti dissolvcs, arid Im1 shots. The 
Irest dissolves w e  nintle in the niiml, not 
in the canierii. The day is pttst wlieri a 
Irrotlucer gathers an :tssortnir.nt of shots 
itritl I~uncllts them off for “suitit1)lc” 
optic&, 

T i ~ l v s  
The average niovic or televisioii fan 

lias co~iie to expect that  t t  pictdure will 
oi)cn \vitIi s m u t  titles o x w  : i t1  interest- 
ing 1)ackgrouiitl. FIe srnsw tliiit the 
nittin titlc filtlcs in, t l i i t t  (aiwlit, titles tlis- 
solvc into c;irli ot,her, nntl t,li:it ttn optinal 

is usetl to mttrk divisions between titles 
nntl picture. 

The motfern protlucer devotes coil- 
sitlerable time ttntl thought to the ereit- 
tion of striking ttnd symbolic main 
titles-the pictoikiJ overture. They rtre 
calculated to ttrrest the eye, awaken in- 
tercst t m l  set thc rnootl for the film that  
follows. 

Innovations in the field of title work 
cnll for ingenuity in thc title tlepttrtnicnt. 
Let me sketch for you the techniques wc 
usetl for a recent Irroduction. This type 
of title treatrnent is in coninion usage 
not only in motion pictures, but also in 
television conilriercials. 

Our storyboard oitlls for thc superini- 
position of white titles, with blwk 
shatlows, over it live-nction sccne. Tlie 
srene shows t h c k  I~iiltlings on :I snow- 
c:overerl Iariclsc-ape. The technicrtl pi~)lr-  
lcrii is to  retain white titles :igitinst thc 
snow. (See Fig. 7).  

In  this iristtmw, since thc live action 
is :ti1 inliercnt jxtrt ()r the desirctl effcct, 
o u r  ~irol)lem is niorc cornplicrrtetl. 

First, wc reiicler o u r  lettering in white 
on i t  glxss panel, drawing in thc offset 
l)lack slititlows on the oppositc side of 
the ghss to give the illusion of depth. 

bSc I~cgin pliotogiq)hy by I,ipwking 
n fine grain of the livc-avtion shot, with 
negative stock. Our csniern photo- 
graphs the 1)l:tck shadows of the lettering 
ttc:ting t ts  :I riittttc over t t  white o:trtl, 
thcreby resulting in :L dupe iicgtttivc 
(undeveloped, of course), or the ~ c e n e  
with lettcrs. 

Next, wc rewind thc iiegntive stock to 
st:trting mnrk previously nintle on the 
raw stock. We then pliotogrsph the 
lettering over ti I)lnc,k c::trtl ttfter lirst 
rcrnoving the finc gr:iin. Now the 
slradow of thc lettcriiig is lost i n  the 
tlwk background ttnd the white lctter- 
ing itself is hcavily cspirscd over the pit:- 
vioiisly dupwl livc-it(:tion swne. This, 
wc arrive ttt, tlic (IcsiiwI iwult, :I (liipli- 
vrttc iiegative of thc livc :i(:tioii over 
\vhirli is sriperiniposetl, ill perf(+(-t regis- 
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Fig. 6. Composite mattc shot. 

Pig. 7.  Title, illustrating cnhancernent of white letters 
over predominantly white backgrouncl. 
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tration, the white title with the I h c k  
shadow (Fig. 7) .  

A further coniplication wises if the 
t,itles must move, as, for instrtncc, when 
there is a considcrablc amount of copy. 
Only a pan title serves the purpose. In 
such a case, the previously described 
opcrtttions tctke plitc:e, hut the letters 
an( I shaclows are moved according to 
ininutc! calitmttions, accurately dcter- 
mined, depending upon the raiding time 
nrcessary lor comprehension. A photo- 
griiphic technique is utilized, to which 
we d e r  t ts  “stol)-inotion,” (frame by 
frtinie exposure), a necessity because of 
thc extreme ttc:c:ut.ac:y required in rntttc:li- 
ing the position of tmth exposures of 
the lettering ttnd shadows in action. 

Trlcwision 

Whstevcr importanrc you are in- 
clined to attach to our new visuttl idiom 
with rcspect to motion picturr produc- 
tions, should be doubled for television. 

We have found in our organization 
that we should never begin shooting 
without a prior conference of deptirtment 
heeds. Ninc times out of ten these dis- 
cussions turn into involved debates on 

optiral treatments. We find that when 
thc vttrious components- live action, 
miination, stop-motion, etc.-ore pre- 
planned, they come together in a 
smooth, optical integration of the scg- 
nients, a c*omposite of an effective, 
workable c.otnmercirt1. 

We find, too, thttt opticitl effccts arc 
no longcr confined to the optical bench. 
On our miniation stands, in particular, 
much hard thinking on the part of the 
cmiera supcrviuors-plus the unusual 
ysdgets we httve developed-inakes pos- 
sible many of the special effects so neces- 
sttry for television spots. 

Films employing these effects enjoy a 
paychological advantage. From thc 
very first frame the audience senses that 
it is in for a treat, one that comes only 
from a highly original job, professionally 
executcd. 
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