
Visual Aesthetics
Key Elements of the Creative Image



What Are Visual Aesthetics
● Mise en Scene
● Composition
● Framing
● Rule of Thirds
● Shot Type
● Angles
● Aspect Ratio
● Depth of Field

Y Tu Mamá También (2001) 



Mise en Scene
Definition: Mise en Scene refers to everything placed 
in front of the camera and the way in which visual 
aspects of a film are photographed, staged, and 
framed. The original French term comes from theater 
and translates literally to “placing on the stage.”

In cinema, Mise en scene is the arrangement of all 
key elements of filmmaking (directing, lighting, 
blocking, color, set design, props, costumes etc.) that 
contribute to creating a ‘moment in time’ and defining 
a visual style.  

The Grand Budapest Hotel (2014) 



Composition
Composition is the way in which 
objects and characters are placed 
within the frame. 

Good composition requires that the 
director and cinematographer look at 
each frame as an individual 
photograph and arrange all elements 
within the frame in a way that 
pleases the eye.

Lighting, costuming and other 
cinematic elements only contribute to 
the overall composition of the frame. 

Chinatown (1974)



Framing

The conventions of compositional framing are as old as art itself. Framing is a broad term and refers to the way 
in which objects and people are arranged on screen. This includes the type of shot, distance, and what is and is 
not included visually. 

Tight Frame

Loose Frame

Amèlie (2001)  A Beautiful Mind



Framing: Rule of Thirds
The Royal Tenebaums (2001) 

The Rule of Thirds and 
symmetry and two of the most 
important cinematic and 
compositional tools in a 
filmmakers repertoire. 

The Rule of Thirds refers to the 
visually appealing technique of 
arranging objects or characters 
along the invisible lines that 
divide the frame into equal 
thirds across the frame.

  

VIDEO

http://vimeo.com/89302848
http://vimeo.com/89302848
http://vimeo.com/89302848


Framing: Rule of Thirds
The Rule of Thirds can be 
applied both horizontally and 
vertically. For successful 
framing filmmakers will 
arrange characters and 
objects along one or more of 
the intersection points of the 
horizontal and vertical lines.

The horizontal and vertical 
lines will fall differently based 
on the size and type of frame.  



Framing: Lead Room
Lead Room is the space in front 
of and in the screen direction of 
a character. It can also refer to 
the space where you want the 
audience to look. 

In this still, our lead room is to 
the RIGHT because our 
character is walking from screen 
left to screen right. 

We can expect the next action of 
the film to take place in this 
space. 



Framing: Head Room
Headroom refers to the distance 
between the characters head and the 
top of the frame. Too much headroom 
and the character looks like a ‘floating 
head’ too little headroom and the 
frame will cut off the top of the the 
characters head/face.

Rule of Thumb: Separate your image 
using your Rule of Thirds and Place 
your character's eye on on the upper 

horizontal line. 



Shot Types: Establishing Shot (ES)
An establishing shot is 
most often used when 
setting the stage for a 
scene. Establishing shot 
is also known as a long 
shot. 

This type of shot 
includes the human 
body in space and 
significant portions of 
the surrounding 
space/landscape. 

Lawrence of Arabia



Shot Types: Medium-Long Shot (MLS) 
Medium Long Shots also 
known as ¾ shot, generally 
frames characters from the 
knees up. It can also be 
used to frame the body 
while sitting as well as 
establishing the 
background. 

Winter’s Bone



Shot Types: Medium Shot (MS)

Medium shots are the 
most common type of 
framing.

Characters and objects 
are shot from a medium 
perspective showing 
characters or objects from 
the mid-point up (or 
down).  

Hard Candy (2005) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cgnFIqWPHhI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cgnFIqWPHhI


Shot Type: Medium-Close UP (MCU) 

The medium close up is 
between a close up and 
medium shot. This style 
frames characters from the 
chest up. This shot is useful 
in tight or low-light spaces. 

Chungking Express



Shot Types: Close Up (CU) 
The Close up shot is used 
to show detail and provide 
emphasis. It draws the 
audience in and makes 
them pick up on details that 
get lost in wider/longer 
shots. 

The Virgin Suicides



Shot Type: Extreme Close UP (XCU)

The extreme close up is a 
very tight shot that focuses 
on intimate and specific 
details within the frame. 

Silence of the Lambs, (1991)



Shot Angle: High Angle
A high angle shot is 
achieved when the 
camera is placed high in 
space while focusing on 
an object or character 
below. 

High angle shots 
generally make 
characters look small, 
and vulnerable.

Fargo, (1996)



Shot Angle: Low Angle

A low angle shot is achieved when 
the camera is placed low, often on 
the floor, looking upwards at a 
character or object. This angle tends 
to make objects seem large and 
intimidating.  

Tarantino is famous for using extreme 
low angles.

Pulp Fiction

http://vimeo.com/37540504
http://vimeo.com/37540504
http://vimeo.com/37540504
http://vimeo.com/37540504


Shot Type: Over the Shoulder

The Over the Shoulder is shot 
behind one character while 
focusing on a character or 
object opposite them. 

This shot is most commonly 
used in interview or 
documentary situations. 



Shot Type: Two Shot

A two shot emconpasses two 
characters, ofen in dialogue 
scenes. Characters can face 
each other or, stand next to 
each other.



Depth of Field
Depth of Field refers to 
what within the frame is 
in focus.

Shallow depth of field 
depicts objects or 
characters in the 
foreground as in focus 
while objects in the 
background and 
middleground as out 
of focus. This creates 
emphasis on specific 
details. 

Charlie Wilson’s War



Depth of Field

Deep depth of field requires 
that all objects or people in 
both the foreground, middle 
ground and the background 
of the frame are in focus. 



Aspect Ratio

4:3 is considered ‘standard aspect ratio for television and 
monitor screens. 

16:9 is considered the standard radio for HD and 
widescreen televisions and has become more common in 
the digital age.

Aspect ratio is measured as the ratio between the width and 
height of the frame

While aspect ratio is a stylistic choice, for screening 
purposes, 16:9 is the preferred option as it is capable 
of showing more of the cinematic landscape than 
standard the 4:3 ratio. While many other aspect 
rations exist, for our purposes in this class, we will 
only use either 4:3 or 16:9. 



Review: Aesthetics
● Composition & Framing
● Rule of 1/3s
● Lead Room
● Head Room
● Shot Types
● Depth of Field


