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Preface

F O R  T H E  S T U D E N T

The new video technology, which lets you produce high-quality standard 

two-dimensional (2D) and even three-dimensional (3D) images and sound 

with relatively inexpensive equipment, puts more pressure on you to match this 
technical quality with equally high aesthetic standards. �is means that, when 
framing a shot or adding music to your video track, you must have the knowl-
edge and skill to select those aesthetic elements that not only result in optimally 
e�ective communication but also re�ect your artistic sensitivity and capabilities.

Today the many screen sizes and aspect ratios of large digital movie screens, 
high-de�nition home video screens, various computer monitors, and small mobile 
media displays require not only new framing and compositional principles but 
new sound considerations as well. When dealing with stereo 3D and virtual real-
ity (VR), you are, in e�ect, confronted with new media. In this context applied 
media aesthetics has gained new prominence and urgency. If you �nd that this 
book is not exactly bedtime reading and that it sometimes seems too theoretical, 
you are encouraged to �nd examples of television shows, motion pictures, or In-
ternet footage that illustrate the discussion and make the concepts more concrete. 
Your learning will be greatly enhanced by realizing that every aesthetic concept 
discussed in this text has a practical application.

You will also discover that these concepts will help you go way beyond an “I 
like it” or “I don’t like it” evaluation and provide you with solid criteria for critical 
analyses of video programs and �lms. In this endeavor you must learn to recog-
nize and evaluate not only the established production standards but also the new 
ways in which aesthetic elements are used. For example, the jump cut, extreme 
high-contrast lighting, and color and sound distortion can be either purposeful 
aesthetic e�ects to intensify the message or gross production mistakes. By know-
ing the aesthetic tools you have on hand and how to use them in the context of 
the screen event, you will have little trouble deciding whether the e�ects were 
done intentionally or out of ignorance. If you have already been applying most 
of these principles in your work, you now have proof that you were on the right 
track all along.
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F O R  T H E  I N S T R U C T O R

Sight Sound Motion describes the four fundamental and contextual image 

elements—light and color, space, time/motion, and sound—and how they 

are used in electronic media. �ese fundamental image elements are discussed in 
the context of the �ve principal aesthetic �elds: light and color, two-dimensional 
space, three-dimensional space, time/motion, and sound. �is organization al-
lows the examination of each individual aesthetic element while maintaining an 
overview of how these elements interact contextually.

FEATURES

Although the basic aesthetic principles of the �ve aesthetic �elds do not neces-
sarily change with the advancement of technology, their applications do. I have 
therefore expanded certain areas that have become especially important in such 
�elds as digital video, 2D and 3D digital cinema, and virtual reality.

Color All illustrations are now in color except those that emphasize the aesthet-
ics and power of black-and-white images. �ere are still instances in which color 
interferes with, rather than facilitates, empathy and the expression of intense 
emotions. �is topic is explored in the context of the desaturation theory.

Screen size In today’s digital video world, you will have to be an expert miniature 
painter as well as one for huge outdoor advertising panels. �is book contains 
valuable information about how to compose e�ective shots for the tiny mobile 
media display as well as the large screens in motion picture theaters.

Aspect ratio Most illustrations in this text are shown in the familiar 16 × 9 
aspect ratio because it represents the wide-screen aspect ratios of high-de�nition 
television (HDTV) and, with some modi�cation, standard motion picture screens. 
�e 4 × 3 aspect ratio is still discussed not only because it is the ratio of all tradi-
tional movies and standard television but also because it approximates the ratio 
of most still camera view�nders. �e variable aspect ratios of smartphones are 
also discussed in this context.

Inductive sequencing �e inductive approach to the visual narrative, by show-
ing a series of close-ups rather than moving from a master shot to close-ups, has 
become a fundamental prerequisite for telling a story e�ectively on the small 
screen. In combination with surround sound, the inductive visual approach has 
also become an e�ective technique for creating high-energy sequences on the 
large movie screen.

Stereoscopic 3D and VR Although some proponents of 3D claim that there is 
no di�erence in the acquisition of 2D and 3D images, the aesthetics of the two 
production modes di�er to a great extent. �e principal features of 3D are ex-
plained throughout the book and examined more extensively in the chapters on 
the three-dimensional �eld. In this context the major aesthetic di�erences between 
3D and virtual reality are highlighted.

Visual narrative �e chapters on the �ve-dimensional �eld of sound precede 
the last two chapters on editing because sound structures �gure prominently in 
the narratives and syntax of continuity and complexity editing.
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PEDAGOGY

As in the previous edition, this eighth edition of Sight Sound Motion incorporates 
several pedagogical devices for optimal learning, such as chapter summaries, 
source references, relevant photos and diagrams, and an extensive glossary.

Chapter summaries �e chapter summaries recapitulate the main ideas in 
each chapter for quick review, but students should not take them as a shortcut to 
reading the text.

References Although the numerous notes at the end of each chapter are not 
essential for understanding the text, they identify the signi�cant research and 
can serve as a useful guide for further study of media aesthetics. �e text includes 
frequent references to how a speci�c aesthetic principle in one �eld operates con-
textually in another or several other �elds. �roughout the book the examples are 
chosen for how well they illustrate or support a speci�c media aesthetic concept 
rather than whether they are current or popular.

Instructors are encouraged to contribute their own material whenever it is 
deemed more appropriate and e�ective than the examples in the text. Note that 
each concept in Sight Sound Motion can be applied. Instructors are also encour-
aged to �nd as many applications as possible to help make the text optimally 
relevant to students.

Glossary All the fundamental media aesthetic terms are de�ned in the glos-
sary and appear in bold italic in the chapter text in the context in which they are 
de�ned. Like the vocabulary of a foreign language, knowledge of these terms is 
an essential prerequisite to communication about media aesthetics. Realize that 
some of the less familiar terms, such as vector, are used in this book not to test 
the reader’s patience but because they are more precise than the ones commonly 
used. Perusing the glossary before reading the text may facilitate understanding 
of the various concepts.

ANCILLARIES

�e following ancillaries have been designed to aid in the teaching and under-
standing of Sight Sound Motion.

MindTap MindTap Radio/TV/Film is now available with Sight, Sound, Motion: 
Applied Media Aesthetics, Eighth Edition. Fully integrated into a seamless experi-
ence, MindTap combines readings, multimedia, activities, and assessments into a 
single learning path—guiding students through the course, maximizing their study 
time, and helping them master course concepts. Instructors can personalize the 
learning path by customizing Cengage Learning resources and adding their own 
content via apps that integrate into the MindTap framework with any learning 
management system. To learn more ask your Cengage Learning representative to 
demo MindTap for you—or visit www.cengage.com/mindtap.

Online Instructor’s Manual �e fully revised and updated Online Instructor’s 
Manual contains suggestions for classroom demonstrations, exercises, and discus-
sions and a battery of multiple-choice questions for each chapter. �e manual is 
intended as a guide, not a dictum. �e demonstrations can be done with a smart-
phone camera or a small camcorder together with a playback device—but they can 
also be staged somewhat more e�ectively in a multicamera studio setup. Ideally, 
the Online Instructor’s Manual should stimulate you to come up with maximally 
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e�ective ways to make the connection between media aesthetic principles and 
their applications. �e Online Instructor’s Manual is available for download at:

login.cengage.com

If you require assistance, please contact your Cengage Learning repre-
sentative.

Zettl’s VideoLab 4.0 �is interactive DVD-ROM combines basic television 
production techniques with some fundamental principles of media aesthetics. 
It is truly interactive: the student can zoom in and out, turn on lighting instru-
ments and move them around, mix sounds, and edit together certain shots and 
see the results immediately. An extensive quiz feature and instant access to the 
glossary reinforce learning. �e DVD-ROM can be used as a convenient way to 
help students acquire or reinforce basic video and �lm production techniques 
and to illustrate aesthetic concepts that need to be shown in motion. �e Online 
Instructor’s Manual refers to the relevant sections of Zettl’s VideoLab 4.0 for each 
chapter of Sight Sound Motion.

Music examples To actually listen to all the major music examples in chapter 16, 
go to the MindTap for Sight Sound Motion. �e examples are listed by the �gure 
number referenced in the chapter. Each example appears in musical notation so 
that while you listen to it you can follow the notes or, if you don’t read music, the 
vector directions. �ese audio �les are also available as part of the book’s online 
instructor resources.
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This book gives you the tools to clarify, intensify, and interpret events for 

television, Internet, and cinema presentation. In e�ect, it teaches you how 

to apply the major media aesthetic elements to manipulate how people see screen 
images. Because media consumers are largely unaware of the power of media 
aesthetics, they must and do trust your professional judgment and especially 
your good intentions.

Irrespective of the scope of your communication—a brief news story, an 
advertisement, a documentary, or a major dramatic production—your overrid-
ing aim should be to help people attain a higher degree of emotional literacy, the 
ability to see the world with heightened awareness and joy. All of your aesthetic 
decisions must ultimately be made within an ethical context—a moral framework 
that holds supreme the dignity and the well-being of humankind.

Prologue
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Applied Media Aesthetics
1

Consciously or not, you make many aesthetic choices every day. When you 

decide what to wear, arrange stu� on your desk, or choose what �owers to 

put on the dinner table, or even when you judge the speed or distance of your 
car relative to other cars while driving, you are engaging in basic perceptual and 
aesthetic activities. Even the everyday expression “I know what I like” requires 
aesthetic judgment.

When you select a certain picture to put on your wall, choose a speci�c color 
for your car, or look through the view�nder of a camera, you are probably more 
conscious of making an aesthetic decision. �is kind of decision-making, as any 
other, requires that you know what choices are available and how to make optimal 
decisions with a minimum of wasted e�ort. Painting your bathroom �rst red, then 
pink, then orange only to discover that o�-white is in fact the best color would be 
not only expensive and time-consuming but also cumbersome and frustrating.

As a responsible media communicator, you must go beyond everyday re-
�exes and approach creative problems with educated judgment. You must also 
develop a heightened sense of vision to recognize the universal needs and desires 
of human beings and learn how to give such vision signi�cant form so that you 
can share it with all of us.1 Applied media aesthetics helps you in this formidable 
task. If not communicated e�ectively, even signi�cant vision subsides into an 
insigni�cant dream. Despite the enormous changes that the digital revolution has 
brought about in video and �lm production hardware, so�ware, and production 
methods, the basic media aesthetic principles still stand. In fact, because of the 
vastly increased choices in digital audio and video manipulation, media aesthetics 
has become an indispensable tool for structuring content.

To provide you with some overview of applied media aesthetics, we need 
to start by brie�y explaining what we mean by media and media aesthetics. �en 
we expand our discussion to these six areas: applied aesthetics and art; applied 
aesthetics and contextual perception; the power of context; the medium as struc-
tural agent; applied media aesthetics: method; and fundamental image elements 
and personal responsibility.
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4 C h a p t e r  1

DEFINITION: MEDIA

�roughout this book you will �nd media references to video, television, computer 
displays, �lm, and �lming. To avoid any confusion about what is meant by these 
terms, we brie�y de�ne them here.

Video Video is the more inclusive term for all kinds of video productions, in-
cluding television. Television is sometimes singled out, however, especially when 
discussed as broadcast television in connection with a speci�c transmission mode 
(such as live versus recorded), reception situation, or program genre.

Because computer images are displayed on a video screen, we incorporate 
them in the video category.

Film �e term �lm refers to traditional motion pictures that are screened and 
watched in movie theaters. Although the photochemical �lm medium is a thing of 
the past and has been replaced by digital electronics, �lm is still a more established 
and convenient term than digital cinema.

�e term �lming is o�en used to refer to a great variety of digital video cap-
ture, regardless of whether it is for a brief television news story or a blockbuster 
movie. “Making a �lm” can imply the use of a detailed script and careful prepro-
duction, a shot-by-shot capture with mostly a single camera, and an extended 
postproduction period, but it can also refer to the video-recording of someone’s 
weekend trip to the beach.

Despite the technical convergence of video and �lm, they still di�er substan-
tially in how they are watched. Films are watched primarily in a darkened movie 
theater on a very large screen with high-quality surround-sound audio. Video 
productions, even the rather ambitious ones, are normally watched at home on 
a television or computer screen or even outdoors on a tiny smartphone display. 
�e remaining and crucial di�erence between the two media is how the various 
media aesthetic principles are applied.

DEFINITION: APPLIED MEDIA AESTHETICS

Applied media aesthetics di�ers from the traditional concept of aesthetics in three 
major ways. First, we no longer limit aesthetics to the traditional philosophical 
concept that deals primarily with the understanding and appreciation of beauty 
and our ability to judge it with some consistency. Nor do we consider aesthetics 
only to mean the theory of art and art’s quest for truth. Applied media aesthetics 
considers art and life as mutually dependent and essentially interconnected.

�e major functions of media aesthetics are based on the original mean-
ing of the Greek verb aisthanomai (“I perceive”) and the noun aisthetike (“sense 
perception”).2 Applied media aesthetics is not an abstract concept but a process 
in which we examine a number of media elements, such as lighting and sound, 
how they interact, and our perceptual reactions to them. Second, the media—in 
our case primarily video, �lm, and to a lesser extent web images—are no longer 
considered neutral means of simple message distribution but essential elements 
in the aesthetic communication system. �ird, whereas traditional aesthetics is 
basically restricted to the analysis of existing works of art, applied media aesthetics 
serves not only the analyses of the various forms of videos and movies but also 
their synthesis—their creation.

In contrast to traditional aesthetic theories, almost all media aesthetic prin-
ciples and concepts discussed in this book can be applied to a variety of media 
production tasks. A thorough understanding of media aesthetic principles will 
also help you adjust relatively easily to the new and always-changing produc-
tion requirements of various digital media. Finally, the criteria of applied media 
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aesthetics let you employ formative evaluation, which means that you can evalu-
ate the relative communication e�ectiveness of the aesthetic production factors 
step-by-step while your production is still in progress.

APPLIED AESTHETICS AND ART

Applied aesthetics emphasizes that art is not an isolated object hidden away in 
a museum and that aesthetic experiences are very much a part of everyday life. 
Whatever medium you choose for your expression and communication, art is a 
process that draws on life for its creation and, in turn, seems necessary, if not es-
sential, for living life with quality and dignity. We need art to educate our emotions. 
Even if you are not in the process of creating great works of art, you are nevertheless 
constantly engaged in myriad aesthetic activities that require perceptual sensitivity 
and judgment. But if ordinary life experiences are included in the process of art, 
how are you to distinguish between aesthetic processes that we call “art” and those 
that are not art? Is every aspect of life, every perceptual experience we have, art? 
No. Ordinary daily experiences may be full of wonder, but they are not art—not 
yet, in any case. But they do have the potential of serving as raw material for the 
process of aesthetic communication that we call art.

Art and Experience

What then is the deciding element that elevates an ordinary life experience to 
the realm of art? �e critical factor is you—the artist—or a group of artists, such 
as the members of a video or �lm production team, who perceive, order, clarify, 
intensify, and interpret a certain aspect of the human condition for themselves or, 
in the case of media communication, for a speci�c audience.

Philosopher Irwin Edman pioneered a new aesthetic concept almost a cen-
tury ago that stresses the close connection between art and life. He wrote: “So far 
from having to do merely with statues, pictures, symphonies, art is the name for 
that whole process of intelligence by which life, understanding its own conditions, 
turns these into the most interesting or exquisite account.”3 �is process presup-
poses that life is given “line and composition” and that the experience is clari�ed, 
intensi�ed, and interpreted. “To e�ect such an intensi�cation and clari�cation of 
experience,” Edman says, “is the province of art.”4 From this perspective, events 
that some may consider ugly or utilitarian have as much chance of becoming an 
aesthetic experience as a beautiful sunset.  SEE 1.1

�is process of clari�cation, intensi�cation, and interpretation is also the 
province of applied media aesthetics. Whenever you look through the view�nder 
of a camera to compose a shot, arrange some visual elements on a computer screen, 
or edit a �lm or video sequence, you are engaged in the creative act of clarifying, 
intensifying, and interpreting some event for a particular audience.

APPLIED AESTHETICS AND CONTEXTUAL PERCEPTION

We perceive our world not in terms of absolutes but rather as changing contextual 
relationships. When we look at an event, we are constantly engaged in judging one 
aspect of it against another aspect or another event. A car is going fast because 
another one is going slowly or because it moves past a relatively stationary object. 
An object is big because another one is smaller. �e beam from the same �ashlight 
looks pitifully dim in the midday sun but bright and powerful in a dark room.

When you drive a car, your perceptual activities work overtime. You are 
constantly evaluating the position of your car relative to the surroundings as well 
as the changes in the surroundings relative to your car. No wonder you feel tired 
a�er even a short drive through the city during rush hour. When you sit perfectly 
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1.1 Art and Life
Within the contextualistic framework, we can 

draw aesthetic experience from all aspects 

of life. By giving “line and composition” to 

even a relatively ordinary scene, like the 

renovation of a college dormitory, an artist 

can help us perceive its inherent beauty.
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still and stare at a stationary object, such as a table, your eyes nevertheless move 
constantly to scan the object. You then fuse the many, slightly di�erent views to-
gether into a single image of the table, much as a well-edited sequence of various 
camera angles becomes a cohesive unit.

How then can we ever make sense of our multiple views of a changing 
world with its onslaught of sensations? Our mental operating system encourages 
a considerable perceptual laziness that shields us from input overload. We all de-
velop habitual ways of seeing and hearing that make us focus on and notice only 
a small portion of what is actually there. We screen out most of the sensations 
that reach our eyes and ears, and we stabilize and simplify as much as possible 
what we do perceive.5

Stabilizing the Environment

Our perceptual mechanisms are designed to simplify and stabilize our surround-
ings as much as possible so that they become manageable. We tend to cluster 
certain event details into patterns and simple con�gurations, perceive the size of 
an object as constant regardless of how far away we are from it, and see the same 
color regardless of the actual color variations when part of the object is in the 
shade. Another of our automatic, “hardwired” perceptual stabilizers is the �gure/

ground principle, whereby we order our surroundings into foreground �gures that 
lie in front of, or move against, a more stable background.6

Selective Seeing and Selective Perception

Most of us tend to notice especially those events, or event details, that we want 
to see or are used to seeing. In our habitual ways of seeing, we generally select 
information that agrees with how we want to see the world. �is type of selective 

seeing—frequently but not too accurately called selective perception—is like selec-
tive exposure to information. Once we have made up our minds about something, 
we seem to expose ourselves mostly to messages that are in agreement with our 
existing views and attitudes, ignoring those messages that would upset our deeply 
held beliefs.7 We also choose to look at things we like to see and are especially 
interested in, and we ignore those that mean little to us.  SEE 1.2

Although such cue reductions can clarify and intensify an event for us, they 
can also create problems. For example, we o�en see and hear only those details of 
an experience that �t our prejudicial image of what the event should be and ignore 
the ones that interfere with that image. �e don’t-confuse-me-with-evidence joke 
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1.2 Selective Seeing
We tend to see events or event details that �t our perceptual expectations or that interest us highly. 

Each of us sees an event from his or her own point of view and according to a speci�c experiential context.
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8 C h a p t e r  1

aptly mirrors this attitude. We then justify our questionable selection process by 
pointing out that the event details selected were, indeed, part of the actual oc-
currence. For example, if you have come to believe (perhaps through advertising 
or a recommendation) that the Shoreline Café has a nice atmosphere and serves 
excellent food, a friendly waiter may be enough evidence to verify your positive 
image, even if the restaurant’s food is actually quite awful. By looking only at what 
we want to see rather than at all there is to see, we inevitably gain a somewhat 
distorted view of the world.

Selective perception, on the other hand, is much more automatic; in most 
cases, we have no control over it. For example, if you are talking to a friend in a 
streetcar, you are probably not aware of most of the other sounds surrounding 
you, unless they start interfering with your conversation or are especially pen-
etrating, such as a police siren or a car crash. When you see somebody wearing a 
white shirt, you will perceive the same white regardless of whether the person is 
standing in bright sunlight or in the shade. Your book pages will not look bluish 
when you read under a �uorescent light instead of the normal incandescent indoor 
lighting. Although a video camera would make such distinctions quite readily, 
you would have trouble seeing them, especially if you were not looking for them. 
Your selective perception shields you from seeing too many varieties of shades 
and colors so that you can keep your environment relatively stable.

THE POWER OF CONTEXT

Many of our perceptions are guided if not dictated by the event context. When 
context is imposed by the event itself, such as a snowstorm in May, you have little 
control over it. Such a context is sometimes called a “bottom-up” context. If you 
now decide to pitch your tent rather than abandon your backpacking trip, you 
are establishing a new event context—the setting up of the tent. �is new context 
is called “top-down” because it is based on the intentionality of your actions, the 
pitching of the tent.

Sometimes we interpret an event by a virtual context that we form through 
our experience and knowledge of how the world works or ought to work, and 
even through our prejudices.8 At other times we react to contextual cues more 
viscerally, on a gut level, without much thought about it. Because we engage our 
cognitive faculties in the �rst situation, we call this the associative context. �e 
second context is based more on an immediate, nonrational emotional reaction 
and is therefore called the aesthetic context.9

Associative Context

One of the more important top-down contexts is the associative context. It con-
sciously establishes and applies a code that dictates, at least to some extent, how 
you should feel about and interpret what you see. Here is a simple example of 
an associative context. Assume that you are to write down quickly the names of 
major US television networks:

Now we change the context to helping a child learn to write numbers from 
11 to 15.

Take another look at the network names and the numbers. You may have 
noticed that the B in CBS and the 13 in the number series are very similar. In fact, 
they are identical.10 Obviously, the associative context has had a powerful in�uence 
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1.3 Associative Context
In the context of the horizontal row, the 

symbol at the center of this intersection is 

read as the letter B. In the context of the 

vertical row, the identical symbol is read as 

the number 13.

1.4 Eggs for Sale
If convenient, would you respond to this sign and buy 

some eggs? Justify your action.

1.5 Cheap Flying Lessons
Would you respond to this advertisement and take some 

�ying lessons from the A�ordable Flights Company? 

Justify your decision.
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on the radically di�erent perceptions of an identical sensation. �e power of the 
context is so strong that you will probably �nd it di�cult to see a 13 in the network 
context and a B in the numbers. Going against the established context is almost 
as hard as nodding your head a�rmatively while uttering “no” or shaking your 
head sideways while saying “yes.”  SEE 1.3

Another example of associative context shows how we may react to the 
immediate world we have constructed around us and how this world is de�nitely 
culture-bound.  SEE 1.4 AND 1.5

What is your initial reaction to the two advertisements? Whereas you might 
respond positively to the eggs-for-sale sign and even buy some eggs if convenient, 
you would probably not be eager to sign up for your �rst �ying lesson with the 
A�ordable Flights Company. Why? Because our experience tells us that awkward 
hand lettering may be appropriate in the context of a small, family-run, charm-
ingly ine�cient operation that occasionally sells surplus eggs; but in the context 
of aviation, the sloppy hand-lettered sign is not a good indicator of reliability, 
e�ciency, and safety. You are now comparing, however unintentionally or even 
subconsciously, what you see with your previous experiences and prejudices.

Aesthetic Context

When confronted with an aesthetic context, our perceptual processes are so im-
mediate and forceful that we respond to certain stimuli in predictable ways even 
when we know that we are being perceptually manipulated. �e many well-known 
optical illusions are good examples.11  SEE 1.6
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10 C h a p t e r  1

1.6 Optical Illusion
Although we may know that the center 

circles in this Ebbinghaus �gure are identical, 

we still perceive the center circle in (a) 

as smaller than the one in (b). The large 

surrounding circles in (a) make the center 

circle look relatively small, and the small 

surrounding circles in (b) make the center 

circle appear relatively large.
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Even if you try vigorously to resist the idea of aesthetic manipulation, you 
cannot help but perceive the center circle in �gure 1.6a as smaller than the one 
in �gure 1.6b although in reality they are exactly the same size. �e contextual 
circles make you perceive the central circles as being di�erent sizes whether you 
like it or not. When surrounded by small circles, the central circle appears larger 
than it does when surrounded by larger circles.

Su�cient consistency exists in human perceptual processes so that we can 
predict with reasonable accuracy how people will respond to speci�c aesthetic 
stimuli and contextual patterns regardless of where they grew up. To test this, the 
next time you invite a friend to visit, move some of your pictures a little so that 
they hang slightly crooked, then watch your friend. Most likely, he or she will adjust 
the pictures so that they hang straight again. Your friend’s action is a predictable 
response to a powerful aesthetic stimulus: the disturbance of strong horizontals 
and verticals, of standing upright on level ground. You apply the same principle 
when you cant the camera to make a scene look more dynamic.  SEE 1.7

As you know, certain lighting, colors, and especially types of music can have 
an immediate emotional e�ect on you. �ey all sidestep our rational faculties and 
therefore play a big role in establishing an aesthetic context.

1.7 Tilted Horizon
We automatically perceive a tilted 

horizon line as a relatively unstable event. 

This car seems to travel precariously fast 

around the turn.
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1.8 Looking into an Event
As in the classic Japanese �lm Rashomon, which shows one event from 

the perspectives of several di�erent people, some paintings permit 

a variation of viewpoints and “looking into” the event. In this work by 

Picasso, we see the girl from straight on; we also see her pro�le and 

her re�ection, representing her other self. Thus we perceive several 

layers of her existence.

Pablo Picasso (1881–1973) Girl Before a Mirror, Boisgeloup (March 1932), oil on canvas, 64" × 51¼". 
Gift of Mrs. Simon Guggenheim. Location: The Museum of Modern Art, New York, NY, USA. 

But if we seek only information that reinforces our per-
sonal projection of reality and are so readily manipulated by 
context, how can we ever attain a relatively unbiased view of 
the world? �e �ne arts have tried for centuries to break this 
vicious circle. Although we may still be tied to our automatic 
perceptual processes and stabilizing cue reductions, all art 
leads, at least to some extent, to counter this automatization, 
to see events from various points of view and shi� from 
glance to insight. While we may perceive a shirt as uniformly 
white, in a painting the artist may not only see but exaggerate 
the various colors re�ected o� the white shirt—all this so 
that we too can share the beauty of this world.

Signi�cant video productions and �lms, regardless of 
genre, can and should do the same. Depending on where 
you put a camera or microphone, and what �eld of view or 
camera angle you select, your viewers have no choice but to 
share your point of view. You can prod them to see an event 
from di�erent perspectives and advance them from “look-
ing at” to “looking into.” In essence, you can help viewers 
educate their way of seeing, if not their perceptions.  SEE 1.8

Before you can expect to help viewers become more 
sensitive to their surroundings and unlearn, at least to some 
degree, their habitual ways of seeing, you will have to acquire 
a degree of aesthetic literacy that allows you to perceive the 
complexities, subtleties, and paradoxes of life and to clarify, 
intensify, and interpret them e�ectively for an audience.12

THE MEDIUM AS STRUCTURAL AGENT

Even when your primary function in talking to someone is to 
communicate certain information, your behavior exerts con-
siderable in�uence on how a speci�c message is received. It 
certainly makes a di�erence to the message recipient whether 
you smile or frown when extending the familiar how-do-
you-do greeting. �e smile will show that you are, indeed, glad to see the other 
person or that your message is a pleasant one; a scowl would signal the opposite. 
You, as the communication medium, have now become part of the structuring of 
the message. Well-known communication scholar Marshall McLuhan proclaimed a 
half century ago that “the medium is the message.”13 With this insightful overstate-
ment, he meant that the medium, such as television or �lm, occupies an important 
position not only in distributing the message but also in shaping it.

Despite overwhelming evidence of how important the medium is in shap-
ing the message, many prominent communication researchers remain more 
interested in analyzing the content of the literal message than in the combined 
e�ect of the message and the medium as a structural agent.14 In their e�ort to keep 
anything from contaminating their examination of mass-communicated content, 
they consider the various media as merely neutral channels through which the 
all-important messages are squeezed. �eir analysis would reveal only your how-
do-you-do greeting but ignore your smile or scowl. Gerhard Maletzke was one 
of the �rst signi�cant mass communication scholars in Europe to advocate that 
it may not be only cultural or aesthetic preference that in�uences the shaping of 
the message but especially the Zwang des Mediums—the force of the medium. �is 
concept was convincingly reinforced almost four decades later by Lev Manovich 
for new media, speci�cally various computer interfaces.15 Although this concept 
is obvious to the people who actually do the productions, it is, unfortunately, 

Tr
ac

ey
 W

hi
te

fo
ot

/A
la

m
y

Copyright 2017 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s). 

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



12 C h a p t e r  1

still neglected by many media scholars. �is apparent lack of medium awareness 
stems from the very beginnings of systematic mass communication studies, where 
the in�uence of the medium on the message was almost totally ignored.16  SEE 1.9

If you have ever tried to make oil paints or clay do what you wanted them to 
do, you will readily admit that the medium is not neutral by any means. In fact, it 
has a decisive in�uence on the �nal outcome of your creative e�orts. Even if you 
intend to communicate the same message, you will have to go about it in di�erent 
ways depending on whether, for example, you design the message for wide-screen 
digital cinema, standard video, or a small mobile media display.

�e encoding (production) as well as the decoding (reception) of the 
message are, to a considerable extent, a function of the technical and aesthetic 
potentials and requirements of the medium. Exactly how media (video, �lm, the 
computer screen, and especially the tiny smartphone display) shape or must shape 
the message for a speci�c viewer response is the subject of applied media aesthetics.

APPLIED MEDIA AESTHETICS: METHOD

�e method of presenting applied media aesthetics is loosely based on Leonardo 
da Vinci’s Notebooks, in which he describes the “Ten Attributes of Sight Which All 
Find Expression in Painting.” Rather than deductively analyze a speci�c painting, 
da Vinci describes inductively the perceptual attributes that all paintings have to 
deal with: darkness and brightness, substance and color, form and place, and so 
forth.17 More speci�cally, applied media aesthetics is modeled a�er the theories 
and the practices of Russian painter and teacher Wassily Kandinsky. For Kandinsky 
abstraction did not mean reducing a realistic scene down to its essential formal 
elements.  SEE 1.10  Rather, it meant an inductive process of building a scene by 
combining the “graphic elements”—the fundamental building blocks of painting, 
such as points, lines, planes, color, texture, and so forth—in a certain way.18  SEE 1.11

Following this approach, he was not limited by what was there in the world 
around him; instead he could extend his vision to what he felt ought to be there—
the construction of a new world.

As you can see, the �nal outcome of the deductive and inductive abstraction 
processes is the same, but the deductive world was reduced to its basic aesthetic 
elements, the inductive one built by them.

FUNDAMENTAL IMAGE ELEMENTS

In a similar inductive way, I have identi�ed and isolated four fundamental and con-
textual image elements of video and �lm: light and color, space, time/motion, and 
sound.20 �is book examines the aesthetic characteristics and potentials of these 
image elements and how we can structure and apply them within their respective 
aesthetic �elds (light and color, two-dimensional space, three-dimensional space, 
time/motion, and sound). �is analysis is an essential prerequisite to understand-
ing their contextual and expressive functions.

1.9 Early Communication Model
This model suggests that the communication 

process goes from idea to message and from 

message to recipient. It ignores the medium 

as a factor in the communication process.
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1.10 Deductive Abstraction
In the deductive approach to abstraction, 

we move from photographic realism to the 

essential qualities of the event.
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1.11 Inductive Abstraction
In the inductive approach to abstraction, 

we study the formal elements of painting, 

or of video and �lm, and then arrange those 

elements to express the essential quality 

of an event. In this case, we combine lines, 

circles, and areas to build up (inductively) 

the essence of a cityscape.
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Once you know the aesthetic 
characteristics and potentials of these 
fundamental image elements, you can 
study how they operate in the context 
of a larger aesthetic �eld and combine 
them knowledgeably into patterns 
that clarify, intensify, and e�ectively 
communicate a signi�cant experience. 
A thorough grasp of the four image 
elements will help you establish an aes-
thetic vocabulary and language unique 
to the medium of your choice—a 
language that will enable you to speak 
with optimum clarity, impact, and 
personal style.

Analysis and Synthesis

As an analysis tool, the use of the image 
elements di�ers considerably from the 
traditional methods of media analysis, 
such as semiotics and rhetorical media 
criticism. Rather than analyze video 
and �lm as mostly narrative “texts” 
to discover how their signs function 
and ultimately create higher meaning, 
media aesthetics investigates how their 
fundamental image elements—light 
and color, space, time/motion, and 
sound—function within speci�c con-
texts and how they contribute to how 
we feel. As pointed out previously, 
the great advantage of applied media 
aesthetics over other media analysis 
techniques is that all of its theories can 
be directly applied not only to media 
analysis but also, if not especially, to 
media synthesis, or the creation of 
media events—the production process.

Content

You may wonder at this point what 
happened to the story content in all 
this discussion of fundamental aes-
thetic elements. Is not content—some 
form of human experience—the most 
fundamental of all aesthetic elements? Do we not �rst need an event, or some 
basic story idea, before we can shape it to �t the various medium and audience 
requirements? �e answer to both of these questions is, of course, yes; but it is 
valuable to realize that a good idea by itself does not necessarily make for e�ective 
media communication. You must learn how to develop and mold an idea so that it 
�ts the medium’s technical as well as aesthetic production and reception require-
ments. �is molding process, called encoding, presupposes a thorough knowledge 
of such production tools as cameras, lenses, lighting, audio, and so forth as well 
as applied aesthetics, such as selective focus, the proper framing of a shot, the use 
of color, the selection of music, and the sequencing of various parts of a scene.
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14 C h a p t e r  1

�is so-called formalistic approach to applied media aesthetics is similar 
to the study of production techniques. In both cases, we learn the tools and tech-
niques before putting them to work in di�erent contexts for a variety of commu-
nication purposes. Concern about signi�cant literal content is not unimportant; 
it is merely premature. �e study of vocabulary and the parts of speech does not 
preclude a respect for literature, but it is an essential prerequisite for writing the 
great American novel.

Once you have a strong grasp of applied media aesthetics, you can select 
those elements and techniques that are most appropriate and maximally e�ective 
for shaping speci�c ideas. More importantly, you will gain the opportunity to 
combine aesthetic elements in nontraditional ways so that your viewers can per-
ceive the world with fresh eyes and ears and from a new and unique perspective. 
Conversely, the requirements and the potentials of applied media aesthetics could 
also generate new ideas—content that might otherwise have remained dormant. 
Your familiarity with the formal elements of applied media aesthetics and their 
respective �elds will enable you to exercise your creativity to its fullest.

RESPONSIBILITY

As you now know, the basic purpose of applied media aesthetics is to clarify, in-
tensify, and interpret events for a speci�c audience. Although such processes are 
designed to help the audience see the world from a new perspective and experi-
ence it in heightened ways, they also imply a direct and calculated manipulation 
of the audience’s perceptions. Even when producing a simple commercial, you 
are purposely exploiting the feelings, the emotions, and ultimately the behaviors 
of your viewers. Worse, although the recipients of your aesthetically clari�ed and 
intensi�ed messages may realize that they are being manipulated, they are usu-
ally not quite sure how. For example, alert viewers will usually recognize blatantly 
biased editing, but they may remain largely unsuspecting when manipulated 
through subtle means such as color, lens distortions, lighting e�ects, or contextual 
background sounds.

An anesthetized patient on the operating table and the aesthetically illiterate 
video or �lm viewer have much in common. Both have little control over what 
is happening to them, and both must trust the skills, judgment, and, above all, 
good intentions of someone else. �us the surgeon and the media producer bear 
a heavy responsibility. One penetrates human beings with a scalpel whereas the 
other uses highly charged, keenly calculated aesthetic energy. �is is why you, 
as a media communicator, must make all of your decisions within the context of 
established ethics—within a basically moral frame of reference.21

As a mass communicator who daily in�uences millions of unsuspecting 
people, or as a video artist with an audience of a few friends, acceptance of such 
responsibility is a major job prerequisite. Skill alone is not enough. First and fore-
most you must bring to the job a genuine concern and respect for your audience. 
And you must be prepared to bear responsibility for your actions.

As consumers of media communication, we cannot escape similar respon-
sibilities. If we want to guard against irresponsible persuasion and take an active 
part in making media communication more bene�cial to our fellow human be-
ings, even as consumers we must learn as much as we can about the methods of 
media aesthetics.

Once we learn how lighting or sound can in�uence our perceptions and 
emotions, we are less susceptible to blind persuasion. We will be able to identify 
aesthetic techniques and the reasons for their use, enabling us to analyze the mes-
sage for its true communication value, judge the mediated event’s relative bias, 
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and ultimately preserve our freedom of choice. Such media literacy will help us 
experience with heightened awareness and joy the mediated world on the screen 
as well as the real world in which we live.

When applied media aesthetics has become the common province of both 
the communication producer and the consumer, the imprudent use of media will 
become less of a problem. Both will �nd it easier to trust the other and to treat 
each other with the respect and dignity worthy of our global community.

S U M M A R Y

Applied media aesthetics di�ers from traditional aesthetics in three major ways: 
rather than being concerned primarily with beauty and the philosophy of art, 
applied aesthetics deals with a number of aesthetic phenomena, including light 
and color, space, time/motion, and sound, and our perceptual reactions to them.

�e media (video, �lm, and computers) themselves play an important part 
in shaping the message. Whereas traditional aesthetics is used primarily for analy-
sis, media aesthetics can be applied to both analysis and synthesis—production.

In the framework of applied media aesthetics, every aspect of life has the 
potential to become art and to serve as raw material for aesthetic processes, so 
long as it is clari�ed, intensi�ed, and interpreted for an audience by the artist.

Common to all perceptions is our innate urge to stabilize our environment 
and the practice of selective seeing and perception.

To cope with the onslaught of changing stimuli and to make our environ-
ment more manageable, our mental operating system establishes perceptual �lters 
and has us perceive stable patterns rather than unrelated event detail.

We tend to select information that agrees with how we want to see the 
world and to screen out other data that might interfere with our constructs. Such 
habitual cue reductions tend to make us perceptually lazy and can even lead to 
prejudiced perceptions.

We perceive an event relative to the context in which it occurs. �e bottom-
up context is a given over which we have little control. As media people we have 
no choice but to work within it. �e top-down context is intentional and in our 
control throughout the production process. In media aesthetics we stress the as-
sociative context, which calls up a cognitive framework in which we judge what we 
see by our experiences and prejudices. It is de�nitely culture-bound. �e aesthetic 
context, on the other hand, is independent of a cultural frame of reference. We 
seem to perceive certain contextual stimuli in much the same way, irrespective of 
cultural upbringing or experience.

Applied media aesthetics places great importance on the in�uence of the 
medium on the message. �e medium itself acts as an integral structural agent.

�e method of presenting applied media aesthetics is an inductive one: 
rather than analyze existing video program fare and �lms, we isolate the four 
fundamental image elements of video and �lm, examine their aesthetic charac-
teristics and potentials, and structure them in their respective aesthetic �elds. 
�e image elements are light and color, space, time/motion, and sound. �e 
�ve principal aesthetic �elds are light and color, two-dimensional space, three-
dimensional space, time/motion, and sound. We thus do not take the traditional 
literal content (ideas to be encoded) as an essential pre- or co-requisite to the 
discussion of the fundamental image elements. Rather we consider the study of 
the image elements to be the essential prerequisite to the proper shaping of ideas 
and events into messages.
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Because the process of clari�cation, intensi�cation, and interpretation of 
events is based on the selection and the speci�c use of aesthetic elements, the 
recipient’s perceptions are indirectly and, more o�en, directly manipulated. Such 
aesthetic manipulation must always occur and be evaluated within a framework 
of basic ethics. To facilitate e�ective communication, the consumers as well as the 
producers of media communication have the responsibility to learn as much as 
possible about applied media aesthetics and its communicative power.
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The First Aesthetic Field: Light
2

Light is essential to life. It is necessary for most things to grow. It is the key 

element of visual perception, and it orients us in space and time.  

It also a�ects our emotions. Light is the agent that makes things visible. When 
we look at our surroundings, we receive a multitude and variety of light re�ec-
tions. Each re�ection has a certain degree of light intensity and complexity. �e 
intensity variations appear to us as light or dark areas—as light and shadow—and 
the complexity as color.

Of course, we perceive light re�ections as actual things. Most likely, we do 
not say, “I see the light variations that are re�ected o� these di�erent surfaces.” 
Rather we say, “�is is an automobile.” O�en we conceive light to be the property 
of the objects themselves.1 We speak of light and dark hair, a red ball, a green 
frog, and a bright sky.

Video and �lm, as well as computer images, are pure light shows. In contrast 
to the theater, for example, where light is used simply to make things visible on-
stage and to set a mood, the �nal images on the movie screen and on electronic 
screens consist of light. �e materia of the theater—the stu� that makes theater—is 
people and objects in the real space and time of the stage. �e materia of televi-
sion and �lm, however, is light. �e control of light is therefore paramount to the 
aesthetics of television and �lm. Lighting, then, is the deliberate manipulation of 
light and shadows for a speci�c communication purpose.

Before you try to manipulate light and shadows and use them creatively, 
you need to familiarize yourself with the nature of light, lighting purposes and 
functions, the nature of shadows, and the outer and inner orientation functions 
of lighting.

THE NATURE OF LIGHT

Light is a form of radiant energy. It consists of separate bits of energy—energy 
particles—that behave commonly as electromagnetic waves. It makes up a part 
of the total electromagnetic spectrum, which includes such other magnetic en-
ergy waves as radio waves, X-rays, satellite transmissions, and the waves in your 
microwave oven that heat up your co�ee.
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So-called white sunlight consists of a combination of light waves that are 
visible as various colors. When white sunlight is bent by a prism, it separates 
into a spectrum of clearly discernible hues: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, and 
violet.  SEE 2.1

Because we can see the colors, that is, the various electromagnetic waves, 
light is usually de�ned as “visible radiant energy.” Actually, light is invisible: we 
can see it only at its source or when it is re�ected.  SEE 2.2  For example, a beam 
of light that shoots across a clean room or studio remains invisible to our eyes 
and to the camera unless the light hits a re�ecting agent, such as dust, smoke, an 
object, or a person.

If there were not a re�ecting atmosphere, the sky would appear always dark, 
and you could see the stars even during the day. In deep space the astronauts see 
a black sky even in sunlight. If our surroundings did not re�ect light, we would 
live in total darkness, much as if there were no light at all.

LIGHTING PURPOSES AND FUNCTIONS

Lighting is the deliberate control of light and shadows. �e basic purpose of light-
ing is to manipulate and articulate our perception of the environment. It can also 
establish an aesthetic context for our experiences, a framework that tells us how 
we should feel about a certain event. Lighting helps us, or makes us, see and feel 
in a speci�c way.

�rough lighting we can articulate our outer space/time environment and 
our inner environment—our emotions. Lighting reveals what objects look like, 
where they are located, and what surface textures they have. It also in�uences how 
we feel about a person or an event. Very much like music, lighting can bypass our 
usual cognitive perceptual screens—our rational faculty with its critical judg-
ment—and a�ect us directly and immediately. Because lighting helps articulate 
our outer and inner environments, it has outer and inner orientation functions. 
Both functions depend to a great extent on the proper control of shadows. Let’s 
take a closer look at shadows before discussing the speci�c orientation functions 
of lighting.

2.1  The Visible Spectrum
When we shine a beam of sunlight through a 

prism (such as diamonds or water drops), we 

see spectral colors ranging from red to violet.
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2.2 Visibility of Light
We see light only at its source and when it is re�ected.
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2.3 Shadows De�ne Space
a When objects are lighted “�at” with a 

highly di�used light source, such as a scoop 

or softlight, we see nothing more than two 

�at discs.

b With a more directional light source, such 

as a Fresnel or ellipsoidal spotlight, placed 

somewhat to the side of the object, we see 

that the object on the left is a sphere and the 

one on the right a �at disc.
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THE NATURE OF SHADOWS

Ordinarily, we are not aware of shadows; we take them for granted. We readily ac-
cept the harsh and distinct shadows on a sunny day, the so� shadows on an overcast 
day, and the virtual absence of shadows under �uorescent lights. Only occasionally 
do we become more conscious of shadows. For example, we seek the shade when 
the sun gets too hot during an outdoor picnic, we adjust the reading lamp so that 
the shadow of our head or hand does not fall directly on the page, or we might 
chuckle when our shadow shows us an especially distorted image of ourselves.

When you are engaged in clarifying and intensifying an event through 
lighting, however, you become very aware of shadows and learn to use them for 
speci�c orientation tasks. It is not the basic illumination that de�nes the texture 
of people and things—it is the shadows. You will �nd that in critical lighting 
situations, you o�en need more lighting instruments for controlling the shadows 
than for making things visible.

Let’s look at an example.  SEE 2.3A  Both objects look like simple white discs; 
both are lighted with highly di�used light (by using �oodlights), rendering them 
practically shadowless and revealing little more than their basic contour. As soon 
as you use a more directional light source, such as a Fresnel spotlight, and place 
it somewhat to the side of the object, you have no trouble distinguishing between 
the two.  SEE 2.3B  Because the directional light produces dense shadows, you can 
now see that the le� object is a white ball and not a disc. But the object on the right 
remains evenly lighted, without any shadows. It looks like, and indeed is, a disc.
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2.4 Shadows De�ne 
Shape and Location
The attached shadows give us additional 

information about the true shape of the 

object (the hollow cone). The cast shadow 

tells us where the object is relative to its 

surroundings.
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Now look at the next �gure.  SEE 2.4  Without seeing any shadows (�g-
ure 2.4a), we perceive only the basic contour of the object—an inverted triangle 
with a curved top—but the true spatial nature of the object and its location rela-
tive to its environment remain ambiguous. As soon as we attach a shadow (2.4b), 
pretending that the main light source is coming from the right, we perceive the 
object as rounded and three-dimensional. An additional shadow on the top of 
the object (2.4c) reveals that the object is a cone and that it is hollow. �e cone’s 
shadow that is cast on another surface tells us where the cone is in relation to the 
horizontal surface (a table) directly underneath it (2.4d); according to this shadow, 
the cone obviously �oats above the table. �e shadow in �gure 2.4e is connected 
to the tip of the cone; we now see the cone as touching the table. �us the initial 
spatial ambiguity has been drastically reduced by the various shadows.

Attached and Cast Shadows

If you take another look at �gure 2.4, you will probably notice that some shadows 
are attached to the cone and others are relatively independent of it. An equally 
astute observer, Leonardo da Vinci, called these two types of shadows attached 
and cast.

Attached shadows An attached shadow is inevitably �xed to its object. No 
amount of wiggling or turning will remove the shadow from the object, assum-
ing you keep it under the same lighting conditions. �e attached shadow helps 
reveal the basic form of an object, but it can also fool you into perceiving what 
you normally expect to see.  SEE 2.5  Figure 2.5a shows an ornament that protrudes; 
�gure 2.5b shows one that is indented. �e major clues for such perceptions are 
the attached shadows. Now turn your book upside down and take another look. 

Leonardo da Vinci 

2.5 Attached Shadow Reversal
a In this ornament the attached shadow is 

at the top of the circles. Because we naturally 

expect light to be coming from above, we 

see this ornament �rst to indent, then to 

protrude, then to indent and protrude again.
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b This is the same ornament as in (a) except 

it is turned upside down. Now you will 

probably perceive the exact opposite: a 

protrusion �rst, then an indentation, another 

protrusion, then another indentation. 

By turning the book upside down, the 

ornaments will reverse once more.
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2.6 Cast Shadow: Object-Connected
This shadow of the fence is no longer part of 

the fence but cast by the strong spotlight of 

the sun onto the road.
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2.7 Cast Shadows: Object-Disconnected
These cast shadows no longer connect to the 

people causing them.
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Figure 2.5a now shows an indented ornament, and �gure 2.5b shows a protruding 
one. Why? Because through lifelong experience, we assume that light comes from 
above rather than from below, so we expect the attached shadows to appear in the 
upper part of an indentation and the lower part of a protrusion. �is perceptual 
habit is so strong that we will readily accept a change in the actual appearance of 
the object rather than the assumed direction of illumination.

If the proper perception of protrusions and indentations is crucial, you 
must light the object steeply from above to place strong attached shadows where 
we expect them to be. �is type of space articulation is especially important for 
painters and graphic artists, who must suggest protrusions and indentations on a 
�at surface by painting in prominent attached shadows. Attached shadows help 
us primarily with interpreting an object’s basic shape and texture.

Cast shadows Whereas the attached shadow is always part of the actual ob-
ject and is virtually glued to the side that is turned away from the light, the cast 

shadow always falls on something, in this case the road.  SEE 2.6  Other examples 
of cast shadows are the shadow of a power pole that stretches across the street, 
the shadow of a tree that falls on the grass beneath it and provides a cool spot for 
a picnic, or an airplane’s shadow moving across the landscape. Most cast shadows 
show a distorted shape of an object.  SEE 2.7  As you can see in �gure 2.7, we can 
take a photograph of cast shadows without showing the people who cause them.

Another example of the independence of cast shadows is making shadow 
pictures on a brightly lighted wall. You can admire the cast shadows of your cre-
ations without ever looking at your hand. Although the shadows are projected onto 
the wall, they are not part of the wall and disappear as soon as you drop your hand.

Cast shadows help us locate an object relative to its surroundings.  SEE 2.8  
�e cast shadow indicates whether the object rests on the table or is suspended 
above it. Notice how the cast shadow becomes independent of the object and 
gets fuzzier at the edges as the object moves farther away from the table.  SEE 2.9

Contrary to the attached shadow, which is inevitably �xed to its object, a 
cast shadow may be connected to the object that causes it or be totally free of it.  
SEE 2.10  A cast shadow that is still connected to its object is called object-connected; 
one that is seen independent of its object is called object-disconnected. Note that 
object-connected cast shadows are not the same as attached shadows. In contrast 
to attached shadows, cast shadows become disconnected from the object as soon 
as you move it away from the surface on which it is resting. Figure 2.9 shows a 
good example: when the ball is li�ed from the table, the cast shadow becomes 
object-disconnected; the attached shadow, however, remains on the ball.

2.8 Cast Shadow: Object-Connected
Cast shadows can reveal whether objects 

rest on another surface (in this case, a table) 

or are separate from it. Notice here that 

the shadow is still object-connected. The 

white ball rests on the table (and on its own 

shadow).
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2.9 Cast Shadow: Object-Disconnected
Now that the object no longer rests on the 

table, the cast shadow has become object-

disconnected. In contrast to the attached 

shadow, which remains on the object, the 

cast shadow is now independent of it.

2.10 Cast Shadow: Independent
The farther away the ball moves from the 

table, the fuzzier its cast shadow appears. 

Such interpretations of cast shadows are 

crucial for computer-generated images.
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2.11 Cast Shadows Suggest Locale
Cast shadows are sometimes used to suggest a certain location, such 

as a jail cell, which is not actually shown.
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2.12 Cast Shadows Add Drama
We can use cast shadows to create or emphasize a dramatic event.
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Although we are normally unaware of or unconcerned about cast shadows, 
we continually make spatial judgments by perceiving their general shape, inten-
sity, and direction and are readily in�uenced by their dramatic implications and 
impact. Cast shadows can help break up large, monotonous surfaces and give 
an area more visual variety and interest. �ey can suggest a speci�c locale, add 
drama to an event, and even help tell time.  SEE 2.11 AND 2.12  �e discussion of 
outer and inner orientation functions later in this chapter includes more speci�c 
information about the two types of shadows.

Not all cast shadows are desirable. �e infamous microphone boom or 
camera shadow on someone’s face or on the living room wall is an ever-present 
menace during large studio productions. So are the multiple cast shadows in a 
scene that simulates illumination by sunlight or a single table lamp. When you 
see the lone lost and thirsty hero cast three long shadows onto the hot desert sand 
while desperately trying to make contact with his cell phone, you needn’t worry 
about him: he will have plenty of time to get a glass of water while the studio 
crew is resetting the lights to simulate the illumination coming from a single sun.

�e distinction between attached and cast shadows is important not only in 
critical video and �lm lighting but also in creating scenes with a graphics generator 
or in working out computer-generated designs. Although ultimately linked logi-
cally, attached and cast shadows require separate and careful attention during the 
design phase. For example, you need to have attached shadows change positions 
on the object when the object moves relative to the (usually virtual) light source 
or when the light source moves relative to the object.

Figures 2.8 to 2.10 show that a cast shadow must also get larger and less 
dense when the object moves away from the surface on which the shadow is cast 
(or smaller and denser as the object moves toward such a surface). �e constantly 
changing cast shadows are an important indicator of position change when you 
move through a virtual-reality environment. Just make sure that when simulating 
a light source, your three-dimensional (3D) so�ware has both types of shadows 
move accordingly.

Fallo�

We use the term fallo� to mean two di�erent yet related light/shadow relationships: 
the brightness contrast between the light and shadow sides of an object, and the 
rate of change from light to shadow.2

Contrast If the brightness contrast between the lighted side of an object and 
the attached shadow is high, the fallo� is fast. �is means that the illuminated 
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2.13 Fast Fallo�
Spotlights, which have a highly directional 

beam, produce fast fallo�. Note that the light 

side and the dark attached-shadow side 

di�er greatly in brightness. This results in 

high-contrast lighting.
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2.14 Slow Fallo�
A highly di�used �oodlight produces slow 

fallo�. There is little brightness contrast 

between the illuminated side and the 

shadow side. The attached shadow has 

become transparent.

2.15 Elimination of Fallo�
When both sides are equally bright, there 

is no fallo�: there is no longer a discernible 

shadow side, and the picture looks �at.
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2.16 Fast Fallo�: Edge
The lighting on these steps shows fast fallo�. 

The change from light to dark is sudden, 

signifying a sharp edge or corner.
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2.17 Slow Fallo�: Curved Surface
The light on the surface falls o� gradually 

into its attached shadow. The surface of this 

building is obviously curved.
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side is relatively bright, and the attached shadow is dense and dark.  SEE 2.13  If 
the brightness contrast is low, the resulting fallo� is slow.  SEE 2.14  In �gure 2.14 
the brightness di�erence between the illuminated side and the attached-shadow 
side is relatively small. In extremely �at lighting, no contrast at all shows between 
the so-called illuminated and shadow sides. In this case, fallo� no longer exists.  
SEE 2.15  Because most �ash photography illuminates the subject directly from the 
front, both sides are o�en equally bright. Such elimination of the light/shadow con-
trast—and with it the fallo�—results in the typically �at image of such snapshots.

Change Calling fallo� “fast” or “slow” makes more sense when applied to the 
rate of change between light and dark.  SEE 2.16  Look, for example, at the tops of 
the steps in �gure 2.16: they are exposed to the sun and are very bright, but they 
suddenly turn into dense attached shadows at the risers. Such an abrupt change 
from light to shadow represents extremely fast fallo�. Conversely, you automati-
cally interpret such fast fallo� on a surface as an edge.

Now imagine yourself moving, like Spider-Man, across the rounded surface 
of a domed building. You will move from bright sunlight to a hint of a shadow until 
you reach a dense area of attached shadow at the far side of the rounded building. 
Because such a change from light to dense shadow is much more gradual than on 
the steps, the fallo� on a curved surface is slow.  SEE 2.17  If the fallo� on a curved 
surface is exceptionally fast, we have a tendency to perceive the rounded surface 
as an edge. To emphasize the rounded surface, you need to slow the fallo�.

Controlling fallo� You can control fallo� by using highly directional or dif-
fused light for the basic illumination and by manipulating the amount of �ll light.3 
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