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device—binoculars, foliage, a window—but the frame quickly becomes just part
of the environment unless measures are taken to remind us of the POV, such as
voiceover dialog by the observer. Otherwise, we are again drawn to what is
depicted, particularly if it is another character. For the audience, the camera is
like a lodestone that magnetizes something and then is thrown away. We are drawn
to the magnetized object, but without considering how or why.

In general, then, the camera disappears for the movie audience. This is why
filmmakers go to great lengths not to draw attention to it. Itis the rule, for example,
that no one being filmed may look directly into the camera, not even an extra in a
crowd scene. The rare moments when this rule is broken—in Woody Allen’s films,
for example, where he will suddenly address the audience—are so disruptive as to
amount to a special effect. You are suddenly jolted out of the imaginary world of
the movie into the workaday world of filmmaking, an experience that can be
hilarious, but also disturbing. Of course you know all along that you are watching
a movie, but to have the movie remind you of it is another matter. What was
supposed to be a background truth has moved front and center, making you feel
embarrassed, as if caught daydreaming.

Finally, the camera can reimpose itself into the audience’s consciousness
through its imaginative, artistic use. Odd camera angles, canted framing, flaring
the lens, handheld shots (before the days of the steadicam), montage sequences,
superimpositions, whip panning, zooming, etc. make us aware that we are watching
amovie, that what we are seeing was photographed by a director and a director of
photography (DP). These are exceptions that prove the rule. If the camera were
always foregrounded in our consciousness, such effects would have no impact.
Indeed, camera tricks for their own sake are irritating, breaking our mood without
adding anything to the drama. Only when we are caught up in the dramatic action
does artistic camerawork enhance the aesthetic experience. It is a metadramatic
device like Woody Allen suddenly addressing the audience calling attention to the
fact that we are watching a movie; all such devices work only when the movie is a
good one, engrossing us so that when the illusion is broken we are both disturbed
and pleased by the sudden shift in perspective.

One of the ironies of filmmaking is that, while the camera will vanish for the
audience, it is always central to the consciousness of the actor and the entire film
crew. Everyone on a film set knows where the camera is located and is constantly
thinking about it. If a shot uses more than one camera, everyone knows where
every single one has been placed. And everyone certainly knows whether or not a
camera is running. The moment when a director calls for the camera to start is an
awesome one, like the opening kickoff in a football game, when you realize that,
after long and difficult preparation, you are at last playing for keeps. There are
occasional anecdotes about directors tricking the actors by running the camera
without their knowledge, but these are also exceptions that prove the rule. A director
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in Los Angeles, for example, regularly shows helicopter shots of freeway traffic,
which always give me vertigo. When multiple shots depicted O. J. Simpson fleeing
down the freeway, I began to worry that the helicopters might bump into one another.
Filmmakers regularly use helicopter shots too, but I am hardly even aware that a
helicopter is there. If a helicopter shot depicted someone fleeing from the police,
Iwould concentrate entirely on the chase itself. The fictitious world of a dramatized
movie captivates us, but makes us forget how it did so.

In sum, then, the camera has the same ultimate effect, for both actor and
audience, of focusing attention on the actor’s performance. The movie audience
usually forgets about the existence of the camera, however, just as individual
audience members forget about the existence of the rest of the audience. For the
film actor, however, the camera remains in his mind as a reminder that he is giving
a performance, that everything he does and says has a “shape,” which conveys
meaning to the audience and to the actor himself. The camera makes the actor not
so much self conscious as character conscious. But, ironically, the camera does
not validate the performance, does not give feedback to the actor on how good he
was, which is ultimately why film acting remains so frustrating.
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