


 

HOW
TO 

READ
A 

FILM



  
OTHER BOOKS BY JAMES MONACO

The New Wave
Media Culture

Celebrity
Alain Resnais

American Film Now
Who’s Who in American Film Now (ed.)
The Connoisseur’s Guide to the Movies

The International Encyclopedia of Film (ed.)
The Film Guide (ed.)

The Dictionary of New Media



         
HOW 

TO READ 
A FILM

The World of Movies, 
Media, and Multimedia

Art, Technology, Language, History, Theory

Third Edition, Completely Revised and Expanded

James Monaco

with diagrams by David Lindroth

New York Oxford
OXFORD UNIVERSITY PRESS

2000



  
Oxford University Press

Oxford  New York

Athens  Auckland  Bangkok  Bogotá   Buenos Aires 

Calcutta  Cape Town Chennai   Dar es Salaam Delhi  Florence 

 Hong Kong  Istanbul  Karachi Kuala Lumpur  

  Madrid  Melbourne Mexico City   Mumbai 

Nairobi  Paris   São Paolo Singapore

Taipei  Tokyo  Toronto Warsaw

and associated companies in

Berlin  Ibadan

Copyright © 1977, 1981, 1995, 1996, 1997, 1998, 1999, 2000 by James Monaco

First published in 1999 by Oxford University Press, Inc.,

198 Madison Avenue, New York, New York  10016

First issued as an Oxford University Press paperback, 1999.

Oxford is a registered trademark of Oxford University Press

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, 

stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by an means, 

electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, 

without the prior permission of Oxford University Press.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Monaco, James.

How to read a film : the world of movies, media, and multimedia: art, technology, 
language, history, theory / James Monaco : with diagrams by David Lindroth. — 3rd 

ed., completely rev. and expanded.

p. cm. 

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 0–19–503869–X (pbk.)

1. Motion pictures.

PN1994.M59 1997                97-1832

791.43'01'5--dc21                                   CIP

Since this page cannot legibly accommodate all necessary credits, the following page 
is regarded as an extension of the copyright page.

1  3  5  7  9  8  6  4  2

Printed in the United States of America



                        
The passage from Denise Levertov’s “The Rights” © Denise Levertov, 1957, reprinted
by permission of City Lights Books. The page from Donald Barthelme’s Sadness ©
Donald Barthelme, 1970, 1971, 1972, reprinted with the permission of Farrar, Straus
& Giroux, Inc. The still from Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho courtesy Universal Pictures,
from the book Psycho, © Darien House, Inc., 1974, edited by Richard J. Anobile, and
distributed by Avon Books and Universe Books, New York City, is used by special
arrangement with the publisher, Darien House, Inc. Christian Metz’s “General Table
of the Large Syntagmatic Category of the Image-Track” from Film Language: A Semiot-
ics of the Cinema by Christian Metz, translated by Michael Taylor, © 1974 by Oxford
University Press, Inc., reprinted by permission. Photographs so credited are repro-
duced from the “Avant-Scène Collection” of slide albums: Eisenstein, Welles, Renoir,
Godard, Fellini, and Bergman, © l’Avant-Scène du Cinéma, 1969, 1970, 1971, 1972,
1975. 

CREDITS

Design Director: David Lindroth.

General Editor English Edition: Curtis Church.

General Editor German Edition: Hans-Michael Bock.

Editorial Assistance: Richard Allen, Joellyn Ausanka, William D. Drennan, Kathleen 
Fitzpatrick, Joe Medjuck, James Pallot, Leonard Quart, Roger Rawlings, Anne 
Sanow, Jerrold Spiegel, Dan Streible, John Wright, Robert Wohlleben.

Production Assistance: Kate Collins, Nick Drjuschin, Suzanne Goodwin, Jo Imeson, 
Susan Jacobson, Charles Monaco, Margaret Monaco, Andrew Monaco, Greg Parker, 
Stephen Plumlee, Susan Schenker.

A NOTE ON THE TYPE

This edition of How To Read a Film is set in Adobe’s release of Meridien. Designed in
1957 by Swiss typographer Adrian Frutiger for the French foundry Deberny &
Peignot, Meridien’s large x-height enhances legibility while its Latinesque serifs and
flared stems give it a classical Roman elegance. One of the pioneers of “cold type”
design, Frutiger is perhaps best-known for the influential Univers family. The display
types are Bodoni and Trade Gothic. The captions are set in Trade Gothic Light.

The book was set by UNET 2 Corporation.

WWW.ReadFilm.com





  
For Susan
With love, still

In Memoriam

Lucille





              
CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION 12
Preface to the Second Edition  17

 1 FILM AS AN ART 22
The Nature of Art 22
Ways of Looking at Art 28

The Spectrum of Abstraction

The Modes of Discourse

The “Rapports de Production” 

Film, Recording, and the Other Arts 38
Film, Photography, and Painting 

Film and the Novel 

Film and Theater

Film and Music

Film and the Environmental Arts

The Structure of Art 63

2 TECHNOLOGY:  IMAGE AND SOUND 68
Art and Technology 68

Image Technology

Sound Technology 
The Lens 78
The Camera 86
The Filmstock 100

Negatives, Prints, and Generations

Aspect Ratio

Grain, Gauge, and Speed

Color, Contrast, and Tone

The Soundtrack 124



                        
Postproduction 128
Editing
Mixing and Looping
Special Effects
Opticals, the Lab, and the Post House

Video and Film 143
Projection 145

3 THE LANGUAGE OF FILM: SIGNS AND SYNTAX 152
Signs 152

The Physiology of Perception
Denotative and Connotative Meaning

Syntax 172
Codes
Mise-en-Scène
The Framed Image
The Diachronic Shot
Sound
Montage

4 THE SHAPE OF FILM HISTORY 228
Movies/Film/Cinema 228
“Movies”: Economics 232
“Film”: Politics 261
“Cinema”: Esthetics 284

Creating an Art: Lumière Versus Méliès 285
The Silent Feature: Realism Versus Expressionism 288
Hollywood: Genre Versus Auteur 294
Neorealism and After: Hollywood Versus the World 301
The New Wave and the Third World:

Entertainment Versus Communication 313
The Postmodern Sequel: Democracy, Technology, End of Cinema 358

5  FILM THEORY: FORM AND FUNCTION 388
The Critic 388
The Poet and the Philosopher: Lindsay and Münsterberg 391
Expressionism and Realism: Arnheim and Kracauer 394
Montage: Pudovkin, Eisenstein, Balázs, and Formalism 400
Mise en Scène: Neorealism, Bazin, and Godard 406
Film Speaks and Acts: Metz and Contemporary Theory 417



              
6 MEDIA:  IN THE MIDDLE OF THINGS 428
Community 428
Print and Electronic Media 430
The Technology of Mechanical and Electronic Media 440
Radio and Records 460
Television and Video 465

“Broadcasting”: The Business 469
“Television”: The Art 480
“TV”: The Virtual Family 505

7 MULTIMEDIA:  THE DIGITAL REVOLUTION 518
The Digital Revolution 518
The Myth of Multimedia 534
The Myth of Virtual Reality 543
The Myth of Cyberspace 550
“What Is to be Done?” 558

I FILM AND MEDIA:  A CHRONOLOGY 570
To 1895: Prehistory 570
1896–1915: The Birth of Film 572
1916–1930:  Silent Film,  The Births of Radio and Sound Film 573
1931–1945: The Great Age of Hollywood and Radio 575
1946–1960: The Growth of Television 578
1961–1980: The Media World 581
1981–Present: The Digital World 588

II READING ABOUT  FILM AND MEDIA 604
Part One: A Basic Library 605
Part Two: Information 637

INDEX
Topics 644
People 652
Titles 663



      
INTRODUCTION

What with one thing and another, almost twenty years have passed since the sec-
ond edition of How To Read a Film. I have excuses, mind you. We raised a family,
bought a house, made a living. We founded two companies in the process. More-
over, sales of the second edition kept increasing, year after year, thanks to a loyal
group of readers and film professors. In the computer industry, there’s a saying: “If
it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”

The timing had been right for the book. The first edition was completed in
1977, just at the end of an exciting period of film history. The past twenty years
have had their share of good films (and competent scholarship); Hollywood
thrived during the eighties and nineties, as new distribution media made the eco-
nomics of filmmaking more flexible. And independent filmmakers have both
more freedom and cheaper technology at their command. But there have been
no major movements since the seventies to alter radically our view of the
medium or its history. The movie generation of the sixties has had a longer reign
now than the generation of the thirties that preceded it. If you make a list of the
important filmmakers of the late 1970s, it will serve—with only a few additions
and deletions—as a list of the dominant personalities of the late 1990s. As the
generation has, so the book has lasted.

Yet, in the past twenty years, the whole world has changed.

The new technology is pervasive, and its effect on the way we make not only
movies but all media is about to become profound. The microcomputer revolu-
tion, which was beginning just as the first edition of How To Read a Film appeared,
has thoroughly dominated the cultural and business history of the 1980s and
1990s. The way we process text, images, and sounds today is radically different
from what it was twenty years ago. And the union of media, which the invention
of movies foreshadowed a hundred years ago, is now nearly a reality. It’s as if film,
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the defining medium of the twentieth century, was but prologue to the new
media of the twenty-first. As the old technologies of chemistry and mechanics
yield to digital electronics and photonics, filmmakers may rediscover the pioneer
spirit. The medium is about to be reborn: now, if you can think it, you can film it.

The way we consume motion pictures has changed even more. In the 1970s,
film buffs organized their lives around repertory-house schedules, and might
travel 50 miles to catch a screening of a rare film. Today, even the most out-of-
the-way town has a video store with four or five thousand titles in stock, ready
for viewing at a moment’s notice, and if you can’t find it there, you can get it on
the Internet. Twenty years ago, very few of us actually owned movies; today, even
fewer of us do not. Films are a lot more like books, now (and books are about to
become more cinematic). In the past twenty years our exposure to filmed enter-
tainment has increased by a magnitude or more.

While the new technology is exciting and promising, the art that it serves has
yet to share the spirit of revolution. That’s not surprising: art imitates life, not
technology, and our political concerns are just about the same as they were
twenty years ago. The Cold War ended, not with a bang, but a series of whimpers,
and ended too late to have the dramatic effect it should have had on most peo-
ple’s lives (except for the victims of the Eastern European ethnic wars). The world
of politics is as postmodern as our popular culture. We don’t invent, we don’t
react, we don’t create. We simply repeat, and repeat, and repeat. Ideas and feel-
ings that were heady, exciting, and full of promise for a few brief shining
moments in the 1960s are still with us, now nagging responsibilities, long in the
tooth, often distorted (“politically correct”). I don’t know why this has happened
(perhaps we were too busy trying to figure out how to get our computers to
work), but it has. It seems clear, now, that the generation of the 1960s will have to
leave to our children the work of reinventing social politics, restoring its humor,
and rediscovering its joy. At least they have a fresh century at their disposal.

This fourth edition of How To Read a Film was conceived from the beginning as a
multimedia production.* The book seemed to welcome this approach not only
because of its subject, but also for its architecture, which was global rather than
linear. The seven sections of the book stand independently; readers can use them
(or ignore them) as they see fit. Now the additional “parts” on the disc are avail-
able for this do-it-yourself construction project. You can find out more about the
multimedia edition at WWW.ReadFilm.com or by writing or calling UNET 2 Cor-
poration, 80 East 11th Street, New York NY 10003; 800 269 6422.

 When I began work on the third edition, it looked like a six-month project.
But the work stretched out for years as we discovered more and more possibilities

* The third edition appeared only in German as Film verstehen (1995).
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for exciting multimedia extensions to the basic text. The movies, additional texts,
and vastly expanded opportunities for still illustrations were obvious from the
start. But as the project developed, we realized the importance of interactive “lab-
oratories,” and became enamored of the possibilities for author’s notes that com-
mented on the text. As a writer who had always been much too fond of paren-
theses and footnotes, I found this opportunity to go off on tangents irresistible.
Then, too, one of the difficulties of writing about film has always been that you
don’t have the same tools at your command as the people you write about. Mul-
timedia restores the balance. Now we can show as well as tell.

I wrote the first edition of How To Read a Film on the Smith-Corona electric
typewriter on which I had learned to type in college, and on which I had
pounded out about 1.5 million words as a freelance writer in the 1970s. I rewrote
it on a series of PowerBooks, working on files that had been retrieved from the
digital typesetting for the second edition. The experience was fascinating. Writers’
tools, like painters’, can have a marked effect on the work. Henry James’s novels
doubled and tripled in length once he was earning enough to switch from hand-
writing to dictation. Ernest Hemingway wrote with a pencil. Standing up. You can
feel it in his prose. The main advantage of word-processing software is the power
to revise. As I worked my way through the then fifteen-year-old sentences of the
second edition, I saw immediately how the craft had changed. Time and again in
the old prose, I saw myself spinning wheels. Phrases, clauses, sometimes whole
sentences existed only to pass the time, keep the rhythm going, while I figured
out how to say what I had in mind. This is a function of typewriting. I’ve cleaned
up a lot of this padding.

Being able to look at the paragraphs on the screen in an approximation of the
font in which they will appear in the book was also instructive. You can see prob-
lems that aren’t apparent in a double-spaced Courier typescript. (Yes, you could
do this in the old days on galley proofs, but that was an expensive luxury for most
writers.) The visual architecture of writing becomes more important. The type-
script or manuscript bears as much relation to the printed book as pencil sketches
do to finished paintings. Writers are now beginning to have the same control over
the final product that painters have always had. 

Perhaps even more important than the power of revision and increased con-
trol over the architecture of the text is the opportunity electronic publishing pro-
vides for real-time writing. Books have always been “batch-processed.” Once a
book goes to press it is finished. The economics of publishing make frequent edi-
tions difficult. Now we have the ability—and with it goes a responsibility—to
keep the text fresh. Closely allied with this new facility is the interactivity of elec-
tronic text. I’ve always missed the other side of the conversation; now, I expect to
hear at least a part of it. (Check the website at WWW.ReadFilm.com for updates.)
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All these high-tech advantages are intriguing, but don’t give up on the classic
crafts of media too quickly. At a multimedia conference in Los Angeles in Febru-
ary 1995, I watched a demonstration of the new QuickTime VR technology. The
large audience broke into spontaneous applause when they saw it in operation.
The speaker then described how the VR team at Apple had first tried videotape as
the source material for QuickTime VR, rejected it in favor of an expensive pan-
oramic still camera, then finally settled on old-fashioned 35 mm still photography.
“Film!” he exclaimed, “This stuff has incredible resolution!” The Hollywood pro-
fessionals in the audience chuckled at the irony.

And just as the nineteenth-century film medium itself isn’t likely to disappear
anytime soon, so, too, the more time I spend with computers, the more I appreci-
ate the ingenious device that is a book. Like the inclined plane or the wheel, the
book is a simple machine of rugged versatility. No sensible person would prefer a
computer screen to a well printed page for reading text (or looking at pictures).
This stuff has incredible resolution. Moreover, sewing the pages together on one
side provides an excellent search engine for many applications.

In the end, however, it is not the technical superiority of print on bound pages
that will prove the lasting value of the book but rather its physical reality. It is only
a matter of time before digital technology provides the resolution and visual
power of print. What it can never provide is the “thingness” of a book. In an
increasingly virtual and abstract world, these physical objects, with unique
weight, feel, and smell, will be increasingly prized.

“No ideas but in things,” Wallace Stevens told us.

The production of the fourth edition of How To Read a Film (both the book and the
disc) has been very much a team effort. You’ll find the members of the team listed
in the credits; I’m grateful to them all. I especially want to thank Jo Imeson, Kate
Collins, Joellyn Ausanka, and Curtis Church for their conscientious attention to
detail. James Pallot, Jerrold Spiegel, Joe Medjuck, and Curtis Church all provided
valuable critiques of the revision as it progressed. Richard Allen of NYU, Raymond
Fielding of Florida State University, Annette Insdorf of Columbia University, Leo
Braudy of the University of Southern California, Steven Reich, Richard Reisman,
and Dan Streible of the University of Texas all provided valuable information. I’m
grateful to numerous film teachers who thoughtfully provided feedback over the
years. Richard Lorber of Winstar New Media and Bruce Ricker of Rhapsody Films
provided materials as well as encouragement.

One of the plusses in revisiting How To Read a Film has been the chance to work
again with David Lindroth and Hans-Michael Bock. As before, David Lindroth
has provided creative and engaging diagrams—only now they are all digital. It
was a pleasure to work with David again. Hans-Michael Bock, the general editor
of the German edition, Film verstehen, has once again given a native Geist to that
version that a simple translation never could have conveyed. (The work on Film
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verstehen has proceeded concurrently with the English-language edition.) Ludwig
Moos of Rowohlt Verlag provided patient support during the process. To all, much
thanks.

I’m also grateful to my wife and children. While it is traditional in acknowl-
edgements of this kind to thank your family, in this case it is doubly appropriate.
Not only did they offer the support, encouragement, and patience any writer
needs, they also contributed directly. Their assistance in research, editing, produc-
tion, and programming was invaluable. I hope they agree that this family project
was more fun than any yard sale.

J. M.
Sag Harbor
August 1999



 

17

 

PREFACE to the Second Edition

          
PREFACE
to the Second Edition

Is it necessary, really, to learn how to read a film?* Obviously, anyone of minimal
intelligence over the age of four can—more or less—grasp the basic content of a
film, record, radio, or television program without any special training. Yet pre-
cisely because the media so very closely mimic reality, we apprehend them much
more easily than we comprehend them. Film and the electronic media have dras-
tically changed the way we perceive the world—and ourselves—during the past
eighty years, yet we all too naturally accept the vast amounts of information they
convey to us in massive doses without questioning how they tell us what they
tell. How To Read a Film is an essay in understanding that crucial process—on sev-
eral levels.

In the first place, film and television are general mediums of communication.
Certain basic interesting rules of perception operate: Chapter 3, “The Language of
Film: Signs and Syntax,” investigates a number of these concepts. On a more
advanced level, film is clearly a sophisticated art—possibly the most important art
of the twentieth century—with a rather complex history of theory and practice.
Chapter 1, “Film as an Art,” suggests how film can be fit into the spectrum of the
more traditional arts; Chapter 4, “The Shape of Film History,” attempts a brief sur-
vey of the development of the art of movies; Chapter 5, “Film Theory: Form and
Function,” surveys some of the major theoretical developments of the past sev-
enty-five years.

Film is a medium and an art, but it is also, uniquely, a very complex technolog-
ical undertaking. Chapter 2, “Technology: Image and Sound,” is—I hope—a clear
exposition of the intriguing science of cinema. Although film is dominant, the
development of the electronic media—records, radio, tape, television, video—has
proceeded in parallel with the growth of film during this century. The relationship
between film and media becomes stronger with each passing year; Chapter 6 out-
lines a general theory of media (both print and electronic), discusses the equally
complex technology of the electronic media, and concludes with a survey of the
history of radio and television.

As you can see from this outline, the structure of How To Read a Film is global
rather than linear. In each of the six chapters the intention has been to try to
explain a little of how film operates on us psychologically, how it affects us politi-
cally. Yet these twin central dominant questions can be approached from a num-
ber of angles. Since most people think of film first as an art, I’ve begun with that

* I have made no changes to this Preface. It was another time.
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aspect of the phenomenon. Since it’s difficult to understand how the art has
developed without some knowledge of the technology, Chapter 2 proceeds
immediately to a discussion of the science of film. Understanding technique, we
can begin to discover how film operates as a language (Chapter 3). Since practice
does (or should) precede theory, the history of the industry and art (Chapter 4)
precedes the intellectualization of it here (Chapter 5). We conclude by widening
the focus to view movies in the larger context of media (Chapter 6).

This order seems most logical to me, but readers might very well prefer to
begin with history or theory, language or technology, and in fact the book has
been constructed in such a way that the sections can be read independently, in
any order. (This has resulted in a small number of repetitions, for which I ask your
indulgence.) Please remember, too, that in any work of this sort there is a ten-
dency to prescribe rather than simply describe the complex phenomena under
investigation. Hundreds of analytical concepts are discussed in the pages that fol-
low, but I ask that readers consider them just that—concepts, analytical tools—
rather than given laws. Film study is exciting because it is constantly in ferment.
It’s my hope that How To Read a Film is a book that can be argued with, discussed,
and used. In any attempt at understanding, the questions are usually more
important than the answers.

How To Read a Film is the result of ten years spent, mainly, thinking, writing,
and talking about film and media. Having tried in the pages that follow to set
down a few ideas about movies and TV, I find I am most impressed with the num-
ber of questions that are yet to be answered. Appendix II gives a fair sense of the
considerable amount of work that has already been done (mainly in the past ten
years); there is much more yet to do. Had How To Read a Film included all the
material I originally wanted to cover it would have been encyclopedic in length;
as it is now, it is an admittedly hefty, but nevertheless still sinewy, introduction.
More and more it seems to me movies must be considered in the context of media
in general—in fact, I would go so far as to suggest that film is best considered sim-
ply as one stage in the ongoing history of communications. Chapter 6 introduces
this concept. You will find some additional material on both print and electronic
media in the Chronology.

A few miscellaneous notes: Bibliographical information not included in foot-
notes will be found in the appropriate section of Appendix II. Film titles are in
English, unless the original foreign language titles are commonly used. In cases
where halftones are direct enlargements of film frames, this has been noted in the
captions; in most other cases, you can assume the halftones are publicity stills and
may differ in slight respects from the actual images of the film.

I owe a very real debt to a number of people who have helped in various ways.
How To Read a Film never would have been written without my invaluable experi-
ence teaching film at the New School for Social Research. I thank Allen Austill for
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allowing me to do so, Reuben Abel for taking a chance on a young teacher in
1967, and Wallis Osterholz for her unflagging encouragement and necessary
help. I am especially grateful to my students at the New School (and the City Uni-
versity of New York) who, although they may not know it, gave at least as much
as they got.

At Oxford University Press I have been particularly fortunate. Editor John
Wright, with intelligence, savvy, and humor, has added immeasurably to what-
ever success the book might enjoy. Ellen Royer helped to make sense out of a
manuscript that may have been lively, but was certainly sprawling and demand-
ing. Dana Kasarsky designed the book with care and dealt efficiently with the
myriad problems such a complex layout entails. Ellie Fuchs, Jean Shapiro, and
Editor James Raimes at Oxford were consistently and dependably helpful. Curtis
Church has overseen the production of the second edition with patience and
great care. Thanks to all.

David Lindroth has drawn more than three dozen diagrams which I think add
considerably to the effect of How To Read a Film. If I may say so, I think they are
notably superior to comparable illustrations of this sort. David not only translated
my scrawls into meaningful conceptions, he also added significantly to the real-
ization of those conceptions. His input was invaluable.

Dudley Andrew and David Bombyk read the manuscript and commented
upon it rigorously and in exceptionally useful detail. Their comments were enor-
mously helpful. I also want to thank Kent R. Brown, Paul C. Hillery, Timothy J.
Lyons, and Sreekumar Menon for reading and commenting upon the manu-
script.

William K. Everson, Eileen M. Krest, and my brother Robert Monaco provided
valuable information I was unable to discover for myself, as did Jerome Agel, Stel-
lar Bennett (NET), Ursula Deren (BBC), Kozu Hiramatsu (Sony), Cal Hotchkiss
(Kodak), Terry Maguire (FCC), Joe Medjuck (University of Toronto), Alan
Schneider (Juilliard), and Sarah Warner (I.E.E.E.). Many thanks.

Marc Fürstenberg, Claudia Gorbman, Annette Insdorf, Bruce Kawin, and Clay
Steinman, among others, made suggestions valuable for this revised edition.

Penelope Houston of Sight and Sound and Peter Lebensold of Take One gra-
ciously allowed me to draw on materials originally published in their journals. 

Finally, I thank my wife, Susan Schenker, who read and commented on the
manuscript, talked out difficulties with me, helped write the Appendices, and did
so much more. (Acknowledgments are always such a faint reflection of real feel-
ings.)

J.M.
New York City
January 1977
February 1981
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