
Chapter 5 

HUMAN RECORD FILMS 

The Argument 

A major use of scientific cinematography in anthropology, psychology, and 

psychiatry is the recording of data under conditions of observation, as distinct 

from experimentation. In order to make fullest use of such human research 

and record films it is essential for the scientists to be fully conversant with the 

sources of error and limitations in the making of these films and also with the 

conventions developed around the human figure by the commercial cinema; this 

is particularly so under the less rigidly controlled conditions of field work. These 

theoretical considerations are fully discussed below, in this particular context 

perhaps for the first time. Equally important is the need for familiarity with the 

basic and the advanced cinematographic techniques. The more specific tech-

niques and applications of scientific cinematography in the human sciences are 

discussed in subsequent chapters dealing with Anthropology, Psychology, Psy-

chiatry, and Medicine. 

Theoretical Considerations 

Anthropology and psychology, and in some instances psychiatry, are to a 

certain extent experimental sciences, but they employ the methods of observa-

tion and description without experiment more frequently than the biological 

and natural sciences. Consequently, the social scientist often has to make obser-

vations when many of the conditions are beyond his control and when many 

factors are varying simultaneously. The research and record film is an invalu-

able aid as an instrument of observation and description and as a permanent 

source of data that can be analyzed at leisure. But, if the hypotheses based on 

cinematographic data are to be valid, it is to begin with essential to appreciate to 

what extent the data are objective. 

T H E O B J E C T I V E N E S S OF CINEMATOGRAPHIC RECORDS 

The moment the cinematographer sets up a camera in the laboratory or in 

the field, selects a scene in the viewfinder, and presses the starter button, his 

whole personality has been brought into play, and a theoretically objective tech-

nique has changed into a subjective statement. Nadel (992) discussed in 1951 
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the influence of such a "personal equation" in connection with anthropological 
research and drew attention to the inadequacy of field data and their substitution 
by subjective assumptions and concepts. The smaller a sample, the greater the 
error introduced by any bias in it; the more sketchy a description, the more it is 
open to misinterpretation. The film can, at least to some extent, provide an an-
swer to this by presenting a wealth of material which no observer could record 
with only the methods of verbal communication at his disposal. But not only 
from a quantitative point of view is the social scientist with a cine camera more 
fortunate than his colleague without it: he also has the advantage that with the 
three lenses of his camera, wide angle, medium, and long focal length, he can, 
from the same position in space, obtain three different views of the same event. 

A general answer to the criticism of subjectivity could not be proposed by 
Nadel; he insisted, however, on the clearest formulation of the reasoning which 
preceded all observation and description. If this method is adopted in the case 
of the film, it will immediately enhance its value, as it will thus become possible 
for each viewer to be aware of the personal interpretation given by the rine-
matographer to each scene, a precaution which has so far been completely neg-
lected. The inevitable editing of cinematographic raw material before its pres-
entation is a most dangerous procedure when considered from the point of view 
of objectivity, since the unintentional or undeclared interpretation of facts will 
not at once become apparent. Only the fullest statement at the beginning of 
each film, either in verbal or in visual terms, dealing with the whole system of 
reasoning underlying its preparation, will produce research evidence which is 
acceptable to the scientist. 

Moreover, there is no social scientist today who has not, at least on some 

occasions, seen commercially produced feature films. These visits to the cinema 

have conditioned his mind, although subconsciously, to an approach to the hu-

man figure on the screen which will be the same whether the color of the skin 

is white, black, brown, yellow, or red. During the course of the first 50 years 

of its existence, the film has, like any other recording medium, developed its own 

set of conventions, and these must be carefully considered in any research film 

which deals with human subjects. The ignorance or neglect of these conven-

tions may not necessarily lead to an objectively wrong photographic image on 

the emulsion of the film, but it may easily, by virtue of some limitations of the 

cinematographic medium or by their final arrangement, lead to the formation 

of a subjective impression in the mind of the observer in the audience that can 

be far removed from the true state of affairs. In fact, the film can and does lie! 

The anthropologist, psychologist or psychiatrist who wishes to use cinematog-

raphy as a research technique in his work must therefore understand how films 

are made; he must himself master the necessary techniques and must be aware 

of the errors that may occur at various stages. It becomes necessary, therefore, 
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to consider these limitations and conventions in some detail, since only in this 

way can the research worker who uses a cine camera produce a truthful scien-

tific statement when his film is projected on the screen. 

LIMITATIONS OF CINEMATOGRAPHY 

The advantages and limitations of scientific cinematography have been dis-

cussed from a general point of view in a previous chapter (see p. 9 ) · In 

connection with the recording of the human subject, it is necessary, however, to 

consider a number of further limitations of the technique, in addition to what 

has already been stated. That no cinematographic record is a continuous record 

has been noted; furthermore, no event, however, important, is likely to be filmed 

in its entirety, and each completed film is built up from a visual mosaic of many 

different views of the same scene; this will become more apparent when the 

conventions of editing are considered below at some length. A method of visual 

sampling is adopted in practice where only the relevant actions are recorded, 

and their repetitions are omitted. This was done, for example, by Bowlby 

(181) (see p. 240) . For most anthropological and psychological research films 

there is no need to state the use of this convention, since it is universally ex-

pected; it must be clearly indicated on the titles of the film, however, how long 

the action took in reality and for how long it is presented in the finished film. 

Since some parts of an action, on account of their repetitive nature, may be more 

condensed in filming than others, the ideal solution is to include a clock or 

some Chronometrie device in the field of view of the camera lens (see p. 17) 

so that due allowance can be made for the total duration of the action when the 

completed film is systematically analyzed. 

An important difference between visual observation and cinematographic 

recording is the difference in the angle subtended by the eye and the camera lens 

(see Fig. 4 6 ) . While human horizontal vision embraces an angle of about 

120°, lenses of the wide-angle or short focal length type do not exceed 50° for 

35-mm and 37° for 16-mm film size. These special lenses, though very valuable 

in cramped quarters, are only rarely used; the standard lens for 35-mm films, 50-

mm focal length, has an angle of horizontal vision of 25° , and the corresponding 

one for 16-mm work, 25-mm focal length, one of 21° . With lenses of long 

focal length, the angle is still further reduced, less than 5° in the horizontal; 

although they bring distant objects into close view, the effect of foreshortening 

the perspective is produced, and, for example, a widely spaced file of marching 

men may thus appear on the screen as a closely packed column, an impression 

entirely unrelated to fact. 

The narrow angle of vision of the camera lens, as compared with the human 

eye, has a most important influence on the cinematographic recording of any 

event. It immediately focuses the attention on a much smaller field of vision, 
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15 mm. 2 5 mm. lOOmm. 

F I G U R E 46. A N G L E O F V I S I O N O F E Y E A N D L E N S 

The angles of horizontal vision of the human eye and 16-mm cine camera lenses of 

various focal lengths are diagrammatically compared; for vertical vision the figures are 

about 9 0 ° for the eye, and 2 8 ° , 1 7 ° , and 4 ° respectively for the lenses in the diagram. 

and as long as the camera position and the lens remain unchanged, the viewer 
has to observe the same scene from the same point of view, but with a far more 
concentrated attention than would be possible in the field. This is an outstanding 
advantage, as all irrelevant matter has been excluded, and the minutiae of the 
event can be fully analyzed from such a film. However, this "irrelevant" matter 
that is excluded is precisely what the social scientist himself ignores or con-
siders as irrelevant. The greater the specificity of the image, the more it has 
been selected by him and will influence the audience to see the action from his 
point of view instead of forming an independent judgment. This characteristic 
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of the film can, however, be a very useful tool, if the anthropologist or psychol-

ogist is fully aware of its advantages and disadvantages. If, for example, the 

camera is placed a long distance away from a ceremonial dance, or a group of 

infants during play, or a wide angle lens is used to produce a 'long shot," then 

the individual actions of the dancers, their hand movements, the rhythmical 

sway of the bodies, or other details, will be unrecognizable in the general im-

pression which has been accurately recorded. If on the other hand, the camera 

is moved close in, or a lens of long focal length is used from a distance, to pro-

duce a "close-up," then the details are filmed, but the general pattern of the 

dance or the play situation is swamped or may not be apparent at all. Only by 

correctly combining these two alternatives, and thereby following one of the 

conventions of cinematography, is it possible to present in the finished film a 

complete, scientifically accurate, and subjectively real representation of the orig-

inal event. 

T H E C O N V E N T I O N S OF SCRIPTING AND EDITING 

The "Shot" and Its Duration 

A "shot" is the section of a completed film which has been taken during one 

uninterrupted running of the camera. By the combination of these shots, the 

process of editing, the completed film is assembled. The length of the individ-

ual shot is rarely more than 10 to 20 seconds on the screen, and this kaleido-

scopic arrangement of the material of the film presents the most important cine-

matographic convention. It is by no means fortuitous or accidental, but imi-

tates the precise manner of human vision. 

During normal waking hours, the eye, and hence the attention of the ob-

server, continuously shifts from one focus of attention to another, changing in-

stantaneously from the general to the particular, back again to the general and on 

to another detail or to another point of interest. The duration of fixation is 

normally about the same, a few seconds, and the film has imitated this. Even 

while reading these very lines, the eye picks out now words, now phrases, occa-

sionally individual letters, as sentences and concepts are built up. All the time 

the eyes are continuously moving back and forth across the page. It is the imi-

tation of these continual eye movements by a change of camera position or of 

the focal length of the lens, and finally by the process of editing, that the film 

has imitated the physiological and psychological factors of concept formation. 

Because cinematography relies on the photographic process for accuracy in re-

cording, and because in addition it can add movement to the still picture, it has 

given a lifelike resemblance of what we perceive; by evolving the conventions 

of editing and the rapidly changing point of view, it has also reproduced the 

precise manner of seeing and has thus become not only a method of objective 

precision, but also of subjectively accurate reproduction of the impressions of 

the observer in the field. 
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The length of the individual shots on the screen may vary from the extreme 

brevity of one second to great length, 30 seconds. A succession of short shots 

produces in the mind of the observer the impression of excitement, quick action, 

and disturbance, while the opposite mental effects of calm, tranquillity, and peace 

are produced by slow and infrequent changes of view on the screen. This con-

vention of slow and rapid editing is universally employed in commercial films 

to produce in the audience the desired state of mind. To employ it in research 

films would introduce the subjective approach of the observer, and unless clearly 

stated on the titles, the practice must be strictly condemned. The convention is 

explained here, however, so that allowance can be made for it when viewing 

films of anthropological or psychological interest that may have been produced 

for commercial exhibition, a not infrequent occurrence. It might also serve to 

show that the projection of one single shot for more than 30 seconds, will, how-

ever great its intrinsic interest, produce an inevitable lessening of attention; the 

correct method to adopt is breaking down of the lengthy scene into a number 

of shorter ones, interspersed with the same subject recorded from a different 

camera position, or with a lens of different focal length. While it is unnecessary 

to follow this convention when the film is to be analyzed only by the research 

worker himself, its use must be minimized when presenting the film to his col-

leagues as research data. It may be used fully in the presentation of a "cine-

matographic thesis" (see below). 

"Long Shot" and "Close-Up" 

With three lenses of different focal lengths attached to the standard 16-mm 
camera, a change of view can be obtained by simply turning the lens turret, 
thereby recording from the same camera position, the general, as well as the de-
tailed, action of the scene. Should two cameras be available for laboratory or, 
for field work, then one should be set up at a distance to produce the general 
"long shot," and the other close by to give a detailed "close up". The use of a 
lens with variable focal length, the so-called zoom lens, might perhaps be con-
sidered to produce a smooth and uninterrupted change from one to the other. 
The Pan Cinor (1030) , one of the few 16-mm zoom lenses, is of high optical 
quality, but on account of its cost, it would be preferable to employ an addi-
tional camera, almost equivalent in price to such a lens. The correct combina-
tion of these two types of shot, with the "medium shot" in between, produces 
not only a scientifically accurate record of the general and the detailed picture 
in close succession, but is equivalent to having two independent observers watch-
ing the event from different positions. Moreover, it gives the viewer of the film 
a very similar mental impression to that of the original observer in the field 
This impression can be even further enhanced by a very careful "script." In-
deed, the essence of good scripting consists in having a suitable "treatment," 
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then visualizing the action step by step, making accurate introspections about 

exactly where the eyes would be looking and for how long, and translating these 

into terms of long shots, medium shots, and close-ups. Similarly, their ap-

proximate duration, either in seconds or in length of film to be used in the 

finished record, should also be noted in the script. To make the use of a "treat-

ment" and a "script" quite clear, a fictitious example has been prepared for an 

anthropological film. This specimen treatment and script for the process of 

fire-making is given below. 

This is defined as the written outline of the subject of the film in its pre-
liminary form, visualized in pictorial terms, but not yet worked out in technical 
details. For example: 

Fire-Making in British Guiana. Natives hunting for food are anxious to eat 

it away from their village and have to make a fire in the jungle. They obtain 

suitable wood, and, by means of a fire drill, produce it after considerable effort. 

The fire is used for cooking. Items to be recorded: reason for fire-making, 

identification of wood used, getting wood, great detail of actual fire-making, fire 

drill, effort expanded, relative position of implements and natives, transfer of 

fire to fireplace, making of fireplace itself, use of fire. Throughout, positions 

assumed by natives during fire-making. 

It is in connection with the preparation of a treatment, that anthropologists 

will find Notes and Queries (312) invaluable. 

This is defined as the written breakdown of the subject of the film in its 

final visual terms, being a detailed description of the action, shot by shot. For 

F I R E - M A K I N G AT DADANAWA, SOUTHERN BRITISH G U I A N A ( S I L E N T ) 

Treatment 

Script 

example: 

NUMBER SHOT PURPOSE 

1. T I T L E F I R E - M A K I N G A T D A D A N A W A , S O U T H E R N 

B R I T I S H G U I A N A (24 f.p.s.) 

Title of film 

2 . T I T L E Filmed by: Α. Β. Smith, Ph.D. , B.Sc. Authorship 
Department of Anthropology, 

University of Maidenhead 

Edited by: A. B. Smith 
Objective editing, minimum use 

of cinematographic conventions 

(see p. 1 8 6 ) 
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3. T I T L E : 

T H E H U M A N S C I E N C E S 

Filmed at: 

On: 

Dadanawa, Southern British 

Guiana 

December 24, 1963 

Wapis iana 

Amana 

Ma and Na , 12 and 14 years old 

Duration of action: 3 hours, 25 minutes 

Literature reference: At end of film 

Tribe : 

Chief: 

Natives : 

4. L O N G S H O T 

5. M I D S H O T 

6. L O N G S H O T 

7. M I D S H O T 

Two native boys stand in jungle clearing 

One boy holding a dead bird, the other the 

weapon with which it has been killed 

Both are laying down what they are holding 

in their hands; one moving off toward a tree, 

the other kneeling down 

One boy heaping up stones to form a primi-

tive fireplace 

8. M I D S H O T Other boy breaking off branch of tree 

9. L O N G S H O T 

10. M I D S H O T 

11. M I D S H O T 

12. M I D S H O T 

13. CLOSE-UP 

14. L O N G S H O T 

15. M I D S H O T 

16. M I D S H O T 

17. M I D S H O T 

Tree from which branch broken off 

Both boys together, one holding the branch, 

the other breaking off a side branch 

Hole left in main branch after side branch 

has been torn off 

One native stripping leaves from side branch, 

holding it up to eye level, looking along it 

Camera looking along side branch, it being 

perfectly straight 

Small jungle clearing, both boys now kneeling 

next to the fireplace 

One boy heaping stripped leaves in center of 

fireplace, small twigs on top 

Other boy, plucking bird, putting feathers 

near main branch, then placing plucked bird 

on top of leaves and twigs in fireplace 

Two boys kneeling on either side of main 

branch, both with left knee on ground 

Permanent record of 

making film Intro-

duction in time and 

space 

Establishing shots, 

and indicating rea-

son for fire-making 

Identification of type 

of wood used for 

fire-making 

Getting material 

Establishing hole in 

main branch 

Establishing 

straightness of 

fire drill 

Preparation for us-

ing fire, once it has 

been made 

Establishing posi-

tion of native dur-

ing fire-making. 
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18. C L O S E - U P 

19. M I D S H O T 

20. C L O S E - U P 

2 1 . C L O S E - U P 

22. CLOSE-UP 

23. CLOSE-UP 

24. M I D S H O T 

25. CLOSE-UP 

26. M I D S H O T 

27 C L O S E - U P 

28. M I D S H O T 

29. L O N G S H O T 

30. T I T L E : 

3 1 . T I T L E : 

End of fire drill being inserted into hole in 

main branch 

From as high as possible, showing the rapid 

to-and-fro movement of the hands of one boy, 

rotating the fire drill 

End of fire drill rotating in hole of main 

branch 

Forehead of boy rotating fire drill, beads of 

sweat 

Same as 20, but with first small puff of smoke 

Hand reaching for pile of feathers 

While one boy puts a few feathers into hole 
of main branch, other bends head down to it 

Face of boy, blowing hard onto feathers, small 

plume of smoke 

One boy holding main branch, and while still 

blowing moves towards fireplace 

Other boy forms link of feathers between 

those burning in branch and those placed at 

bottom of fireplace 

First tongues of flame from leaves in fireplace, 

licking around bird. Boys sitting by, tired, 

fiddling with fire 

Jung le clearing, p lume of smoke rising from 

fireplace, boys sitting near it 

Literature reference (see p. 2 8 ) : 

Beitrag zur Entwicklungsgeschichte der 

Wapisianer Kultur. 

Z . Prähist. 1965, 89, 537 

The End 

Relative position of 

two implements 

Muscular 

movement 

Generating 

friction 

Indicating effort 

Preparation for 

later transfer of fire 

Fanning spark 

Transfer of fire 

from source to 

fireplace 

Desired end-effect 

reached 

While the above imaginary example may by no means represent either the 

correct way of making fire by the Wapisianas, or even a possible method, it will 

indicate the constant change of viewpoint during the cinematographic recording 

of a simple instance of human behavior. All scenes, with the single exception 

of shot 13, could be filmed from one single position, merely by changing lenses 

on the cine camera. Though such a situation would never arise in commercial 

film production, where shots are taken in the most convenient order rather than 
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consecutively, it is often essential in a scientific record to film the action in one 
sequence in order to ensure absolute accuracy. It should not be difficult even in 
the field to observe the event at least once before it has to be filmed, and in the 
case of a predictable event, a script like the above example should be prepared. 
In commercial film work a script amounts to a set of detailed orders to the 
actors, and also to the camera man and the editor, but in scientific cinematog-
raphy the script has quite a different function. It allows for a precise planning 
of the best position from which the event can be recorded; it should act as a 
reminder, during filming, of changes of camera position or lens, and will act as 
the guide for the final editing. Even when the event cannot be previewed, the 
research worker should, from his general expectations and experience, draw up 
as complete a treatment as possible, so that he will not forget to record the rele-
vant scenes during the mental tension associated with all film making. 

Some aspects of editing might well be considered in connection with the 
above script on fire-making. In its present form and with objective editing 
(see below), the film would act as a scientific record for the anthropologist him-
self and his colleagues. If a verbal commentary is to be added so that the ma-
terial can be employed for teaching, or for a "cinematographic thesis" (see be-
low), a number of editing devices may be employed. Interest could be increased 
by using shorter and shorter shots to indicate tension as the boys transfer the 
spark from the branch to the fireplace. The more the material is modified and 
commented on, the more the audience tends to adopt the frame of reference of 
the maker of the film, and any such changes in editing must be indicated on the 
opening title of the film. Assuming an average duration of 15 seconds for each 
shot, a generous allowance, the completed film would represent in 1

ι
Λ minutes 

the original event of 3 hours 25 minutes. This serves also as an example to 
show that by carefully planned sampling of a continuous action, all relevant de-
tails can be recorded in only a small fraction of the original time. 

T H E CONVENTIONS OF CAMERA POSITION AND I L L U M I N A T I O N 

Apart from the conventions of editing, the form and movement of the sub-
ject as well as the position and motion of the camera and the illumination of 
the action can all produce subjective impressions in the viewer which distort 
reality and invalidate the scientific accuracy of the anthropological or psycholog-
ical research film. These conventions are based on attitudes current in our so-
ciety. Just as words in the verbal medium receive new connotations, so do 
particular types of camera movement and lighting in the visual medium become 
attached to specific emotions and values. The conventions that evoke these op-
erate in all film viewing, however objective a scientist imagines himself to be. 
Moreover, because of the influence of commercial film productions, these con-
ventions will affect scientists of all societies who have unconsciously absorbed 
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them during their visits to the cinema. Lindgren (822) , among others, has 
considered these conventions in connection with the film as an art medium. 

The first source of error then, the form and movement of the subject, is, as 
far as scientific accuracy is concerned, outside the control of the psychologist or 
the anthropologist. The dangers of interpreting facial expressions and gestures 
in terms of their meaning in our own culture, or without full reference to their 
context, are pitfalls well known to social scientists, and must be guarded against 
whenever viewing an anthropological film which was not made specifically as a 
research film. The position of the camera and the horizontal distance between it 
and the subject have been fully examined above; on the other hand, the relative 
vertical distance between camera and subject gives rise to another important 
convention. According to whether the camera is at eye level, above it, or below, 
an entirely different idea of the person's importance may be given. If the cam-
era is above the subject, so that it looks down on him, he will appear dwarfed 
and of diminished importance. Conversely, if the camera looks up to a subject, 
then his size and hence social importance will appear greatly exaggerated (see 
Fig. 47 ) . This convention is frequently employed in commercial films to under-
line and emphasize the importance of a character in the film. The only neutral, 
and hence scientifically accurate, position is the one where the lens of the cam-
era is at the same height above the ground as the center of attention in the pic-
ture itself, thereby imitating the position of the observer himself. 

The possibilities of moving the camera itself in the horizontal and vertical 

plane appear at first glance to be considerable, and most novices in amateur 

cinematography can seldom resist the temptation of swinging their cameras in 

all directions. A far greater restraint is found in professional work, and rightly 

so, because a slow and deliberate swinging of attention from one focus to an-

other is a rare and unusual eye movement. It should be used sparingly for scien-

tific records. Similarly, there should be strict avoidance of filming from any 

moving platform, such as a car or boat, or during walking, as special and com-

plicated equipment is always required to produce a steady shot under such con-

ditions. In the following instance, however, a slow, tilting, camera movement 

in the vertical plane might be technically convenient provided its implications 

are borne in mind. The ceremonial decorations of a native are to be filmed; 

it may be preferable to move the camera close to the subject so that his maxi-

mum width fills the horizontal of the frame and then tilt from head to toe, rather 

than move the camera sufficiently far backward so that his whole body fills the 

vertical of the screen. It should be borne in mind, however, that the tilt from 

head to toe tends to imply "Looking the man over," again imitating the natural 

eye movement, and may thus give rise to a derogatory opinion of the dancer. A 

tilt in the opposite direction, from toe to head, would give the contrary impres-

sion, one of awe and admiration. Subtle suggestions can be produced by moving 
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F I G U R E 47. E X A G G E R A T I O N O F S O C I A L I M P O R T A N C E D U E T O C A M E R A P O S I T I O N : 1948 

This extract from a film shows the meeting in Africa between a member of the Mwami 

tribe, 2.1 m tall, and a Pygmy, 1.4 m high. An inaccurate subjective impression of the 

social importance of the Mwami is produced by the extremely low camera position and 

consequent distortion of perspective. The use of this cinematographic convention, while 

permissible for artistic effects, must be strictly avoided for scientific records; in this in-

stance, the camera lens should be placed at an approximate height of 1.75 m, midway be-

tween the average height of the two subjects. 

Reproduced from the film L ' E Q U A T E U R A U C E N T V I S A G E S ( 2 5 3 ) 

the camera in relation to the subject during filming, particularly if the camera 
is at a slant at the same time; such movements are not applicable to scientific 
research films. 

Illumination effects are used in all professional films to underline the desired 
impression, the emotional mood, or a dramatic effect. In general, a brightly lit 
scene, high-key lighting, will produce a pleasant and cheerful atmosphere, while 
the reverse, a low-key light, will suggest gloom, danger, and poverty. For ac-
curate scientific recording, this convention of illumination should be borne in 
mind wherever possible, particularly in the laboratory, but it may be difficult to 
do so in the field. In anthropological work, with the Sun as the only source of 
illumination, it may often be desirable to employ reflectors to lighten any deep 
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shadows that might obscure details; apart from this, an even diffuse lighting 

should be aimed at, wherever possible, without deep shadows or excessive key 

lights. 

In conclusion, the limitations and conventions of the cinematographic med-

ium should be known by the anthropologist or psychologist who makes or views 

films in his professional work. The easiest way to become familiar with them 

is to watch for them in commercial film productions and to analyze them in con-

nection with the specific function for which they were employed. In research 

films that concern the human figure, it will be impossible to neglect their use 

completely, if in the mind of the observer a comprehensive and realistic picture 

is to be produced. They should be used as seldom as possible and it should be 

indicated on the title of the film to what extent any editing of the original ma-

terial has taken place. If this precaution is carried out, there can be no more 

objection to their use than to writing a research report from left to right and 

from top to bottom. 

Practical Considerations 

Since its invention, cinematography has been employed almost exclusively 

for the recording of human behavior; some of the experiences gained in the 

commercial production of motion picture films can therefore be of use to the 

social scientist in his research work. 

C H O I C E OF CINEMATOGRAPHER 

A number of anthropologists, psychologists, and psychiatrists have made their 

own films; others have used a qualified cinematographer, or at least have em-

ployed an assistant to operate the cine camera. The ideal solution is a research 

worker, equally competent in the techniques of both the subject and cinemato-

graphy, although this is not always possible. Where this is not the case, the 

choice will depend on the finances available for the research project, and on 

how much time the research worker can spend on cinematography before and 

during the period of data collection. If a professional cinematographer is to be 

engaged, he should be given to understand clearly beforehand that he will be 

expected to record only items of anthropological or psychological interest; the 

preparation of treatment, script, and the finance of the project should be de-

termined between the scientist and the cinematographer as long as possible be-

fore the beginning of the research. The cinematographer should be given suitable 

books to read to familiarize himself with the background of the conditions he is 

likely to meet, so that he can make the necessary technical arrangements for his 

work. Particular importance should be attached to his full knowledge on the 

treatment of native tribes or of psychiatric, patients, as the case may be, since 
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a small error on his part may jeopardize the scientific results of the whole re-
search project. 

Similarly, the same thorough training that the social scientist expects from 
the cinematographer should be undertaken by the research worker himself if he 
is to use a cine camera. The next sections on the basic and advanced techniques 
are intended to help in this process of learning by indicating where the necessary 
information can be found and by drawing attention to points of special import-
ance in the making of human research and record films. 

BASIC F I L M T E C H N I Q U E S 

No anthropologist would consider the undertaking of field work among a 
distant tribe of natives unless he had prepared himself by years of studying the 
theoretical and practical methods and techniques of his science, and similar 
considerations apply of course to psychologists or psychiatrists carrying out pro-
fessional work. And yet, few have considered cinematography as one of the 
research techniques of data collection which, like any other research technique, 
must be learned, practiced, and perfected before it can yield the best results. It 
should also be remembered that every representational document, whether a 
drawing, a film, or a written paper, will only be praised by the colleagues of its 
author when he has mastered the production techniques to such an extent that 
they are no longer apparent in the finished work. This is particularly so in the 
case of the film, where the high professional standards of commercial production 
have led to oblivion in the minds of the audience, including those social scientists 
who see them, of the very existence of any cinematographic technique. 

The principles of film-making are by no means difficult to learn. A course 
of reading a number of elementary books (184) is strongly recommended before 
any footage of film is exposed in the cine camera. The reading should include 
the report which Stone, Valentine, and Miles (1300) prepared in 1940 for the 
American Psychological Association. This excellent paper dealt with the tech-
niques required by psychologists for the preparation of motion picture films. 
Cameras have been discussed in detail above (see p. 13) ; most social scientists 
will prefer to follow the advice of Stone, Valentine, and Miles and employ the 
16-mm format, since the 8-mm size is too small for detailed analysis and the 
35-mm width is too expensive and requires too heavy and bulky equipment. 
Color film will be preferred for many research projects, particularly for anthro-
pological field work, and has proved of great value and reliability on many occa-
sions. Even the delayed development, undesirable but often inevitable on expe-
ditions, is no argument against its many advantages. The use of a tripod is quite 
obligatory for all cinematography, and, with the sole exception of some inter-
personal relationships (see below), must be employed in the laboratory and the 
field for recording each and every scene. Similarly, 24 frames per second is the 
standard speed, and even if the film is to be a silent record, this frequency should 
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be employed. The occasion might often often arise when, after completion of 
the film, a commentary is to be added; if the original recording in the field was 
carried out at 16 f.p.s., the silent speed, it will be possible only at great cost and 
trouble to convert the frequency to 24 f.p.s. and thus use it as sound film. If 
sound recording is required in the psychological laboratory, this should be carried 
out either in collaboration with a commercial studio, or by using a tape recorder 
synchronously with the cine camera (1020) ; the methods of sound recording 
in the field are discussed in the chapter on Anthropology. 

Once the basic theoretical matter contained in the textbooks has been mas-
tered, and only then, a simple practice film should be attempted. The equipment 
should be assembled, and in addition to camera, exposure meter, tripod and so 
forth, it should contain a notebook for recording information (see below), and 
a slate for numbering the individual shots (see p. 203) . A suitable first exercise 
would be a 5-minute film on, for example, W A S H I N G A CAR . The anthropologist 
might consider this simple chore as a "weekly ablution rite," to be recorded for 
an audience which has no knowledge of the origins of the rite, the methods 
used in it, or the satisfaction given to its performer. Similarly, the psychologist 
might make a variation on the theme of W A S H I N G A CAR , either from the point 
of view of time and motion study, or as waterplay, according to his interests. 
The great advantages of preparing a treatment and a script will become obvious 
to anyone after making his first film. Editing is discussed below (see p. 185). 
In order to speed up the process of learning the technique, an expert cinema-
tographer should be engaged under whose general guidance the first exercise 
should be recorded. For the second film, the social scientist should endeavor to 
carry out all the necessary work himself, submitting only the finished product 
to criticism; a suitable subject for the second exercise might be the filming 
of a F U N E R A L and the BURIAL CEREMONY ; this might also underline the need 

for tactful dealing with the people to be filmed. Further exercises and the read-
ing of more advanced books, like Spottiswoode (1275) , Offenhauser (1020) , 
and Pereira (1056) together with familiarity with the present work, should suf-
ficiently prepare any social scientist for the efficient use of cinematography in his 
research. 

ADVANCED T E C H N I Q U E S 

A basic knowledge of the cinematographic techniques, as outlined above, will 
hardly be enough for research purposes. One of the essential requirements of all 
scientific cinematography is the keeping of most careful written notes about each 
individual shot that has been recorded during a research project. Editing the 
material will be essential before it can be employed for any scientific evaluation 
or for presentation as research evidence. After months of research work, hun-
dreds of different scenes will have been recorded, and although each will appear 
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as a unique experience at the moment of filming, at the time of editing the 
memory of them will have faded considerably. The correct sequence in which 
scenes have been recorded must be reproduced in the finished film, and this may 
be far from obvious when filming has taken place over a period of days, weeks, 
or months. The standard manner of numbering is by means of the "slate," a 
board on which numbers can be chalked, or from which printed numbers can be 
suspended; their size should be at least 15 or preferably 30 cm high (6 or 12 
inches). An assistant can be employed to hold the slate a few feet in front of 
the camera lens for Vz second each time the cinematographer begins a new shot; 
this time is ample at the standard camera frequency of 24 f.p.s. While this is 
being done, the research worker should make a detailed entry in his notebook 
against the same number of all cinematographic details, such as lens used, aper-
ture, distance, camera frequency, exposure meter reading, footage of film ex-
posed, and also the following: Place, precise description; Date and time, to the 
nearest minute; Names, ages and social status of the subjects recorded, together 
with such other relèvent research information as is required by the specific in-
vestigation. The importance of the preciseness of these data will be appreciated 
when it is borne in mind that in 20 or 50 years time the particular film may 
form the basis of a comparative study. In anthropology, the accuracy and rele-
vancy of such a comparison will depend on a renewed identification of the tribe, 
its physical location, and similar minutiae; the name of the chief of the tribe may 
help future students in identification; for a nomadic tribe its location at the 
time of filming might be given by the degree of latitude and longitude. These 
important data should be printed onto the title of the film, together with any 
literature references, and thus be preserved directly as an integral part of the 
film from which they can never be separated as long as the film itself is kept 
permanently preserved. 

Apart from time and motion study, very few social scientists have used 
length and time ordinates, which are so easily included in the field of view of 
the camera lens. Inherent in all cinematographic records is a very accurate time 
scale, showing the displacement of the moving event in time intervals of 1/24 
second; if, at the time of filming, an accurate scale of lenth or a grid is recorded 
on the film simultaneously, then the finished film will allow a simple and direct 
measurement of the velocity with which the event has taken place, and a valuable 
quantitative standard against which accurate comparisons can be carried out. 
The construction of a suitable grid should present no difficulty. For field work 
it should be portable and might consist of a wooden frame, with alternating 
black and white painted ropes stretched across it; for smaller scenes it might be 
possible to paint such a grid on sheets of plastic cloth, which could be em-
ployed as reflectors of light when not used as a background. In the psychological 
laboratory a more permanent installation could be made. Such scales of length 
should prove of great value in certain work on physical anthropology. 
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Time scales are very valuable to measure the total duration of any lengthy 
event. This is particularly indicated when only samples of a whole process are 
being filmed, the normal procedure, and they would give the viewer of the fin-
ished film an immediate indication whether the process took seconds, minutes, 
or hours for its completion. Moreover, extensive frame-analysis may be carried 
out against an absolute scale of time, for example measuring the interval between 
stimulus and response. Two types of scales are available, that inherent in the 
cine camera itself, which must be suitably calibrated, and that given by includ-
ing a Chronometrie instrument in the field of view of the camera. There can 
be no doubt that the use of ordinates of time and length would be of the greatest 
advantage in all human research and record films, since it would lead directly 
to the basic scientific activity of quantitative measurement and hence accurate 
comparisons between different experiments. The scientific evaluation of the 
completed film by means of frame-analysis has only rarely been carried out in 
the social sciences, Gesell's (513) cinemanalysis being perhaps the outstanding 
exception. 

Among the special cinematographic techniques for specific research projects 
is high-speed cinematography; it should be employed when rapid human move-
ments are to be analyzed. In anthropology, these may occur in the use of wea-
pons, for example the throwing of a boomerang, the production of an artifact, 
the shooting of a shuttle during weaving, or during a dance; in field work a 
frequency of 64 f.p.s. will usually be found adequate. In the psychological re-
search laboratory, however, higher camera frequencies may be required; for 
example, in an analysis of reaction times, Landis and Hunt (772) have employed 
1,500 f.p.s. to investigate startle reactions following a pistol shot. Here again the 
completed films should be carefully evaluated by means of frame-analysis. 

Another technique which might find application in comparative research 

films is split-frame, one of the oldest of camera tricks. Various technical methods 

are available to show the same subject twice on the screen and thereby allow 

a very close and searching comparison in research film analysis. Either the same 

subject can be filmed twice at intervals of time and compared with himself— 

at different stages of a progressive disease, before and after a course of therapy, 

or a culture contact experience—or, alternately, different subjects, for example 

from different tribes or suffering from the same disorders, can easily be made 

to appear side by side on the screen, although they were recorded many miles 

or months apart. The simplest method is to place in front of the camera a 

mask box containing two rectangular masks which alternatively block the light 

from the left and right half of the picture. The masks should be fixed in front 

of the camera lens at five times its local length and not more than one-third of 

the closest focusing distance ( see Fig. 48 ) . An alternative method of achieving 

the same effect is to place the masks directly in front of the film emulsion, be-
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F I G U R E 48. T H E P R I N C I P L E O F T H E S P L I T - F R A M E T E C H N I Q U E 

The finished frame at the top, showing the black man next to the white man, was ob-

tained by suitably masking the camera lens, thus recording each on only one half of the 

picture. After one such exposure, the film in the camera can be wound backward and the 

other half exposed. Alternatively, the combination of the two halves of exposed motion 

picture film can be carried out optically, during printing of the copy. 

hind the camera lens, which is possible, for example, in the Cine Kodak Special 
camera. A further alternative is available if two subjects recorded at a lengthy 
interval of time are to be presented together. With either of the two masking 
methods, one half of the film only is exposed, but the film in the camera not re-
wound. At a later stage the alternative half can then be filmed, on a different 
reel of film altogether, and the two images married during the laboratory copying 
process. Whatever method is employed, painstakingly accurate setting up of the 
camera is required, and it might prove an advantage to mark the precise limit 
of the field of view of the lens on the background, so that the subject can be 
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kept well within the specified area. Twice the normal amount of film footage 
must be exposed for each half of the finished picture, as the observer's mind 
will concentrate for only half the time on each of the two pictures on the screen. 
This important point must be borne in mind during the actual recording of the 
two subjects. 

The recent introduction of stereoscopic cinematography into the 16-mm 
field will prove of value in human research and record films, especially if used in 
conjunction with color film. As it permits a greater degree of realism, it should 
be particularly useful in the transmission of field data, and undoubtedly it will 
find increasingly wide application for this purpose in future. 

The concealment of the camera from the subject may be required in a num-
ber of psychological laboratory experiments and should, if in addition the camera 
is noiseless and worked automatically, yield exceptionally useful research data, 
provided ethical considerations are safeguarded. It should be borne in mind that 
the degree of concealment necessary will depend on the subject; little if any, 
will be required for infants and children; Gesell, for example, recorded his 
young subjects through a small hole in his special one-way vision dome. In the 
case of normal adults, filming may be carried out through the one-way vision 
screen of the laboratory, if the subject is brilliantly illuminated. In documen-
tary film productions it has often proved possible to conceal a cine camera in 
part of the room's furniture, such as bookcase, shelving, filing cabinets, or 
behind paintings. As the area of the 16-mm camera lens that needs to be con-
cealed is relatively small, about a 3-cm square or even less, this might well 
prove the solution. It might be preferred to a further possibility, the use of 
invisible radiation, such as infrared or ultraviolet, for which unconventional 
lamps and a special sensitized film emulsion are required. Lynn's (860) ingen-
ious equipment for this purpose (see p. 250) has successfully overcome 
these difficulties comparatively simply, and has led to direct quantitative results. 

EDITING AND "CINEMATOGRAPHIC T H E S I S " 

The "rushes," that is the processed but unedited film, should always be in-
spected as soon as possible, so that any retakes and improvements in technique 
can be planned at once. There will be little difficulty in seeing the rushes when 
laboratory work is being carried out, but only in very rare circumstances can 
the anthropologist have a chance to view his exposed films while he is still in 
the field. Should it prove at all possible to make arrangements for this during 
the preliminary planning of the expedition, the very great advantage will im-
mediately become obvious; any action, scene or shot which has either been 
badly recorded or is unsatisfactorily exposed can be retaken, and thus any mis-
take can be rectified. With modern methods of air transport and mobile cinema 
projection units, see for example Sellers' (1217) description of the Alco Gen-
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erator, the possibility of seeing rushes in the field has come very much closer 

and should even further facilitate the making of anthropological research films, 

particularly by consolidating rapport with natives if they can see themselves 

on film (see p. 199) . 

Editing itself consists at best of a mere consecutive, and hence logical, ar-

rangement of the shots which were taken at different places and at different 

times; at worst, it may mean the discarding of many scenes because of their 

unsatisfactory photographic and cinematographic quality. Three possibilities are 

available for the analysis of the cinematographic material: complete editing and 

analysis in that form by the social scientist and by his colleagues; projection of 

individual shots, or a short combination of them as a scene, by means of loop-

projection; or finally, the method of frame-analysis, to inspect individual frames 

and to plot from them a graph of the displacement, and hence the velocity, of 

any specific action, or for an accurate time measurement of its duration. 

The complete editing of the material can be undertaken with two end points 

in view. On the one hand is a factual representation of the event, whose objec-

tivity as research evidence is limited only by such unavoidable factors as the 

subjective choice of camera position, selection of visual samples and length of 

film. In this case the original shots must be arranged in the same temporal se-

quence in which they were recorded, the only permissible interference being 

the exclusion of photographically unsatisfactory material and the shortening of 

too lengthy shots or needless repetitions. That this type of editing has been car-

ried out should be indicated on the opening title of the film by some such phrase 

as: Objective Editing, Minimum Use of Cinematographic Conventions. 

On the other hand, it may be desirable to arrange the individual shots in 

such a manner as to convey to the mind of the audience a certain hypothesis or 

theory, postulated by the system underlying the collection of the data. A com-

parison between distinctive behavior patterns may be presented in such a way 

as to illustrate a suspected cause and effect; a correlation between myth and 

reality might be shown in order to support a theory; in fact, by a suitable ar-

rangement of shots, any reasonable hypothesis may be sustained. If editing of 

this kind has been carried out, using the conventions of editing to the full, then 

again this fact must be clearly stated at the beginning of the film, saying perhaps : 

Subjective Editing, Maximum Use of Editing Conventions. The use of film 

for such openly avowed subjective purposes, i.e. the presentation of a cinema-

tographic thesis, has apparently rarely been carried out in the human sciences; 

provided the fact of subjective editing and the contents of the thesis are clearly 

stated on the opening title, no possible objection could be taken to this use of 

cinematography. On the contrary, it should prove of great value for the dissemi-

nation of ideas and the correlation of behavior patterns, once the inadequacy of 

their verbal descriptions has been realized. 
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While the conventions of editing may provide a source of error—bias on 
the part of the editor—this very source could be turned to good account. For 
example, it could be used as a way of increasing the size of the research team, 
and thus bring about greater objectivity, providing, at the same time, an alterna-
tive to the subjective or private approach to field work. The rough-cut, or a film 
with "Objective Editing, Minimum Use of Conventions," could be copied a num-
ber of times and submitted to scientists from different schools and different 
culture patterns for "Subjective Editing." A comparison of the resulting films 
would provide an objective basis for appraising and discussing the differences 
between the various interpretations. As soon as a source of error becomes fully 
understood, it will often be possible to control it, apart from the fact that mere 
understanding might prove useful in itself 




