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What is Cinematography? 

 In Cinematography: Theory and Practice, Brown defines cinematography simply as the 

film director and director of photography (DP) collaborating on “the same basic task: storytelling 

with the camera”1. However, based on further readings in his book and others, as well as the 

documentary film Visions of Light, cinematography seems much more complicated than that 

short and simple statement. The medium seems essentially a balancing act, between the artistic 

and creative aspects of visual storytelling as well as the logistical elements of completing a day’s 

worth of shooting, getting the light just right, and coordinating several crewmembers operating 

cameras, lights, and other equipment. 

 Therefore, the duties of a cinematographer range from the creative to the technical, and 

they are all essential. In terms of creative and artistic choices, Mercado attests that every item 

contained in the frame, from actors to props, matters: “Anything and everything that is included 

in the composition of a shot will be interpreted by an audience as being there for a specific 

purpose that is directly related and necessary to understand the story they are watching.”2 There 

is no place for arbitrary choices for the cinematographer: every aspect of the framing, lighting, 

and motion of a shot must have purpose, which that cinematographer must decide creatively 

based on the story and characters of the film. 

 Because of this, cinematography contributes heavily to story by visually enforcing or 

affirming the emotions, conflict, and even structure of the story. “There has to be,” continues 

Mercado, “a direct connection between what takes place in the story and the use of a particular 

composition.”3 Regarding the notion of visual structure accompanying story structure, Block 



writes, “Progressions are fundamental to story or musical structure, and they’re fundamental to 

visual structure. Visual structure is controlled using the basic visual components”4, which are 

“space, line, shape, tone, color, movement, and rhythm”5. Block affirms that to understand these 

visual components and how they apply to the story of a film will determine all aspects of the 

filmmaking: “locations, character design, colors, set dressing, props, typography fonts, wardrobe, 

lenses, camera positions, composition, lighting, actor staging, and editorial decisions.”6  

 However, the fact that cinematography and the visual storytelling involved will influence 

all of these aspects of production means that there are potentially thousands of technical and 

logistical decisions to be made that extend beyond the creative and the artistic. One such aspect 

is lighting—while creative decisions are still involved in lighting, the medium must ultimately be 

used for realism, as Landau attests: “Good lighting makes things look real, while real lighting 

often makes things look fake.”7 Likewise, the cinematographer’s responsibilities regarding 

components such as lens usage, camera movement, or coloring are ultimately creative decisions 

that involve technical knowledge and expertise—how to operate the camera, what equipment is 

necessary to create certain camera movement and how to assemble that equipment, what film 

stocks to use and how, and so on. 

 Brown sums up the cinematographer’s multitude of responsibilities as he describes 

filmmaking as “a strange and mysterious enterprise—it involves mixing and coordinating many 

different elements, some of them artistic, some of them technical and businesslike. In particular, 

the cinematographer must be able to bridge that gap…”8 Cinematography ultimately involves a 

lot of juggling of responsibilities, making creative and technical decisions, and being able to 

collaborate with any and all members on the crew of a motion picture. The importance of 

collaboration is prevalent in the testimonies of the cinematographers interviewed for Visions of 

Light. As the men and women onscreen recount not only their own experiences on certain films, 

but also the history of cinematography around the world, there is a clear pattern that each of 



them, and each prominent cinematographer, was learning from each other. Because the medium 

was evolving, and new equipment was being developed and invented nearly everyday, 

cinematographers were making creative and technical decisions at the same time on the job. And 

as these developments in the medium were made, the men and women in the industry took what 

they learned from their peers and experiences and applied them to their work while 

experimenting with new techniques. From G.W. Bitzer to Gregg Toland, from Conrad Hall to 

Michael Chapman, everyone admired and learned from each other’s work. Vilmos Zsigmond 

even calls himself “the sum of all their experience”9 in the documentary. 

 Personally, after watching Visions of Light, my interpretation of cinematography has 

become more exciting than daunting. The idea of balancing so many creative decisions and 

logistical elements as a cinematographer seemed like a challenge for which I would not be 

competent. And although the documentary makes it clear that this medium is certainly 

challenging, there is also an element of fun to it—discovering new ways everyday for visual 

storytelling, collaborating with an entire team of filmmakers to do so, and all the while working 

within an inner circle of artists who inspire each other. The definition of cinematography as 

“storytelling with the camera” is still accurate to me, although the statement is much easier said 

than done. However, the balance between creative and technical decisions involved in the 

medium should not be a deterrence for me to overwhelm myself in the process, but rather an 

invitation to learn, experiment, and most importantly, understand story in a deeper way through 

the way I capture a story visually. 
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