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In TV and film, there are generally 
two types of productions, and the 
decision to choose one method 

will be dependant on the genre and 
nature of your media product. 

A multi-camera  production 
involves two or more cameras 
shooting at once (e.g. in a live 
broadcast), where the director is 
sat in a control room watching off 
monitors of each of the cameras, 
shouting cues on instinct rather 
than according to a script. 

A single camera production is a 
set that only involves one camera 
filming at a time, this means the 
camera and lighting constantly 
need to be reconfigured as the film 
progresses - scenes are shot in the 
most economically efficient order to 
save time and money. It also requires 
a more creative input by the director 

as there is more freedom in the types 
of sets they make and the locations 
they go to in comparison to the 
limitations of a multi-camera setup. 
There are several formats a single 
camera production can take form in 
such as a serial or an episodic drama. 
Serial meaning following one, or 
multiple continuous narratives, or 
episodic meaning each episode 
has contained it’s own (blocked) 
narrative - this is evident in single 
camera television shows. 

There are also genres; the 
categorisation of media texts 
according to their style and content.  
Genre is an important concept for 
producers and audiences of media 
texts as it sets a framework to work 
within by providing constraints. How 
this might work, for example, fans 
of police procedurals will be able to 
identify what Luther is as the show 

will be using specific conventions 
such as; the characterisation of the 
main protagonist is a sort of person 
who succeeds at their work but not 
home life which follows a familiar 
archetype of crime shows according 
to Vladmir Propp’s theory. A 
narrative theorist who proposed 
certain ways of grouping characters 
and their actions into Eight broad 
archetypes or ‘spheres of actions’ 
- where one character may occupy 
more than one sphere of action. 

Audiences bring foreknowledge 
to texts very quickly, producers 
acknowledge that they anticipate 
the kinds of plots and characters 
and enigmas the text will deliver 
-  this makes it recognisable and 
pleasurable for that intended 
audience.

Alfonso Cuarón Orozco is a Mexican film director, producer, 
screenwriter, cinematographer and editor who has earned 
an international reputation for storytelling in a multifaceted 
range of genres. Often dramas (e.g. Roma, 2018) but he has 
also worked in comedy (e.g. Y Tu Mamá También, 2001), 
fantasy (Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, 2004), 
dystopian (Children of Men, 2006), and sci-fi (Gravity, 2013).
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The narrative is the different ways elements in a story 
are put together to create meaning. It is informed 
by character (what is the character’s function), 

action (how events occur and what influence does it have) 
and location (helps the story unfold). This is delivered to 
an audience by expectation, suspense, tension and closure. 

There are different structures that help organise a 
narrative. Linear narratives are when the events occur 
in chronological order, non-linear narratives order the 
plot in a different way - usually to build enigma to a strong 
ending. Flashback narratives are used to provide more 
context to the character or situation. A realist narrative 
aims to present real - life as it is which means containing no 
special visual effects - this allows the audience to associate 
themselves with the places and gain a more personal 
level of appeal. Whereas an anti-realist narrative can be 
experimental and often uses computer-generated imagery to 
manifest something that is not normally seen - this keeps it 
interesting and is new to the viewer. There can also be open 
and closed endings. An open ending keeps the audience 
guessing as there is no final conclusion which is presented 
and allows the audience to question and construct their 
own interpretation of the story. A closed ending provides 
the viewer with all the answers necessary to be satisfied. 

Three of Alfonso Cuarón’s most outstanding films are 
Y Tu Mamá También; his deceptive breakout coming-
of-age drama, Children of Men; a desolate near-future 
dystopia and Roma; a personal semi-autobiographical 
story.  

In Cuarón’s first Oscar-nominated film, Y Tu Mamá 
También follows a linear, realist narrative with an 
open ending. Although it conventionally follows a 3 part 
narrative structure and is heavily driven by the characters 
and their very individual stories - this is what makes it 
a realist film as it’s set in rural Mexico, Cuarón actively 
also addresses the social and political realities of 1999; 

by being more than a sensual coming-of-age story, it 
functions also as a social commentary and encapsulates 
several psychological journeys. Y Tu Mamá También was 
a story written by Cuarón and his brother, as they were 
inspired by Jean Luc-Godard, “bad teen movies”, “erotica” 
and personal experiences.  Voice over is frequently heard 
from an “omniscient unexplained narrator” and is utilised to 
enhance the story as opposed to traditional uses which are 
thought to be cheating in storytelling in not being realistic. 

The 3 part structure can be explained using Todorov’s 
theory where a narrative is divided into 3 equilibriums. The 
equilibrium at the beginning of the film presents the lives of 
the coming of age adolescents as it is, who are intimate with 
their girlfriends before they leave to go on holiday, the boys 
are then left and act as bachelors. The disequilibrium begins 
when they meet Luisa - an attractive married woman that 
sets them off on a road trip where they uncover secrets and 
emotions neither one of them thought they possessed. The 
new equilibrium occurs at the end of the film where each 
of the three characters has almost entirely transformed their 
perspectives and outlook of not only each other but life itself.

Cuarón negotiated with his 
familiar DP over whether his doc- 
style looked ‘shit’ or not. Cuarón 
claims he is decomposing his 
shots rather than composing 
and this ‘shit’ look was great. 
This unconventional approach to 
composition purpose was to make 
it appear improvised, the reason for 
this being as he felt his experience 
in film school was too constrained, this was a film that 
would have been a “film teacher’s nightmare”. It is liberating  
for me to see directors stray from the standard methods of 
controlling visuals and editing but direct their focuses on the 
craft of the performances to trust the content and the cast. 

Has known cinematographer Emmanuel Lebezki since they were just 16 
years old, to this day, they have frequently collaborated on his numerous 
award-winning films such as the 3 mentioned in this article. Lebezki has 
also worked other acclaimed director Alejandro González Iñárritu (if you 
include  Guillermo del Toro, the three are often referred to as the Three 
Amigos for having such success as Mexican filmmakers). 

For Y Tu Mamá También, Lebezki shot the film entirely using a hand-held 
camera. This was essential to the look and feel of the film as they desired an 
observational “documentary-realist look mimicking candid footage”. 
It also gave the filmmakers the freedoms with working more physically with 
the actors and shooting in their point of view, as to do so otherwise would 
distract the audience from experiencing their perspective authentically. 

As mentioned earlier, the film features an objective voice-over throughout, 
when this occurs, the camera also begins to wander away from the main 
subjects to focus on other details, in terms of storytelling, it places the 
events that are explicitly shown on the screen onto a greater timeline, 
indicating there is a much greater narrative to than what is shown which 
deeply connects the viewer to the subjectivity of the characters. 

“It was 
not about 

breaking the 
rules, but 
about not 

knowing the 
rules ever 
existed.”

“There was this idea that the camera was 
going to be seeking out little observations, 
almost in a documentary style. There’s an 
action going on here, but the camera has 

its own comments.”

ALFONSO 
CUARÓN

Y Tu Mamá También
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Hand-held camera’s earlier usage can be seen as 
part of a film movement in documentary film-making 
called 'cinéma vérité, which translates as “truthful 
filmmaking”. 

It can also be referred to as a “fly-on-the-wall” aesthetic, 
which began in the 1960s with a french film called 
Chronicle of a Summer. Other than it’s cinematography 
style, it refers to an authentic experience, rather than a 
scripted narrative the film follows and often consists of 6 
elements; filmed on location with non-actors, hand-held 
shots on 16mm film, focusing on everyday situations, 
continuous action and unscripted dialogue, exploring 
social and political issues, and uses natural lighting. 
In my opinion, I think Cuarón embodies most of these 
features.

Although most were continuously 
filmed in actuality, some were 
impossible and required more 
editing manipulation to achieve that 
look. There are three prominent long 
takes that take place in the Children 
of men, speaking with Visual Effects 
Supervisor, Frazer Churchill, 
they often “created the illusion 
of a continuous camera move." 

"When we finished the take both (camera 
operator) George (Richmond) and I were 
convinced that that was the take and 
everyone was very excited and Alfonso 
said, 'Oh no, we've got blood on the lens!' It 
was Emmanuel (Lubezki) the DP who said, 
'But that's f--king brilliant, leave it', and 
sure enough that ended up being the take."

-- Clive Owen (plays Theo Faron)

The opening sequence and lasts approximately 1 minute 3 seconds. It begins 
in a coffee shop of civilians watching the news grieving the loss as it explains 
the ‘youngest person in the world’ has just been murdered. The camera lingers 
on the public’s shocked unhappy reactions whilst remaining to focus on the 
lead protagonist, Theo Faron, By simply showing how Theo’s action of grabbing 
coffee, disinterested in the news,  it contrasts with the people around him, and 
powerfully sets up his attitude to the world around him. This shot then follows 
him outside when an explosion is heard from the coffee shop he was just in.  This 
scene in particular was actually composed of “two different takes shot over two 
consecutive days”.

When the group is ambushed on a road and lasts approximately 4 minutes 18 
seconds. Cuarón was adamant on maintaining continuity and even suggested 
using Computer Generated Imagery but cinematographer Lebezki refused as it 
would contradict their aim to produce a “raw documentary”. In order to resolve 
this, a special camera rig was employed as well as a modified vehcile enabled 
with; seats able to put actors out of the frame, the windshield’s ability to tilt to 
allow the camera move in front of it. 4 members of the crew rode on the roof. 
This was shot in "six sections and at four different locations over one week and 
required five seamless digital transitions".

Near the end of the film, Theo searches a building which is heavily under attack 
- the shot follows Theo in almost a first/third person point of view (similar to 
a FPS shooting game which) truly engaging the viewer as if were placed into 
the character’s perspective. This lasts approximately 6 minutes and 28 seconds. 
However, it too 14 days to prepare for this single take, and 5 hours if they wanted 
to retake. It "was captured in five separate takes over two locations".  In the 
middle of one take, blood had accidentally splattered onto the lens and Lubezki 
convinced Cuarón to leave it in.   

HISTORY OF HAND-held 
Camera

Asimilar documentary-
filming style was used in 
Children of Men, as his 

intention was to portray a dreary, 
not-so-distant, dystopian future 
as realistic as possible. The use of 
hand-held combined with one of 
his other signature methods of the 
prolonged one-take - a shot that 
lasts longer than a typical shot - 
helps to achieve realism. In doing 
this he creates a visceral intensity 
that is felt by the viewer, almost as if 
the viewer “is trapped in a horrifying 
documentary”.

Cuarón had used long takes in his 
previous films; Great Expectations, 
Y Tu Mamá También and the third 
of the Harry Potter franchise: the 
Prisoner of Azkaban. 

One of Cuarón’s biggest influences 
is Jonah, who will be 25 in the year 
2000, a film directed by Swiss film 
director Alain Tanner. 

"I was studying cinema when I first 
saw it, and interested in the French 
New Wave. Jonah was so unflashy 
compared to those films. The camera 
keeps a certain distance and there are 
relatively few close-ups. It's elegant 
and flowing, constantly tracking, but 
very slowly and not calling attention 
to itself.. It shows the failure of 
ideology... Jonah is very sad in a way, 
but with a glimpse of hope in the 
unborn child that represents the 
future. It's not unlike Children of 
Men. Now we're talking about this, I 
see how much I've ripped off from it."

The long take creates an unbroken 
relationship between the actors 
and the space on camera, and 
makes an even bigger impact when 
interrupted through the use of a 
cut which breaks the illusion and 
varies the shot from subjective (close 
and intimate) to objective (wide and 
disconnected). The appearance of 
a cut is so ingrained in the viewer 
that we often don’t register it as it 
is what achieves the conventional 
seam-less or continuous editing 
- the compilation of shots put 
together to maintain situational 
continuity and minimise disruption. 
Therefore the absence of a cut in an 
uninterrupted piece of film creates a 
more powerful, dynamic, intriguing 
presence in the viewer. 

The long take is a notable 
characteristic of French New Wave 
cinema, at the time was known for 
rejecting film conventional traditions. 
One example was in the final 
sequence of the film The 400 Blows 
(Francois Trauffaut, 1959), a 2 minute 
scene where protagonist Antoine is 
running towards the sea from the 
road. 

This technique is also often a 
convention of films in the realism 
genre, and is incredibly hard to 
execute successfully as it requires 
masterful coordination in all 
departments of the film production - 
which is why Cuarón’s executions are 
so impressive. 

CHILDREN OF MEN
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The mixture of diegetic, music 
and sound effects is inventive and 
used sparingly as one could argue 

that most directors would fill the chaotic 
scenes with intrusive scores and melo-
dramatic dialogue. The film relies less 
on the use of musical score but fixates 
more on the cacophony of the havoc 
as it progresses around them, from the 
mundane noises street walkers, dog’s 
barking, to the jarring sounds of bomb’s 
exploding, gun firing, and the screech 
from the overbearing loudspeakers. The 
music is used to amplify this experience 
as the score varies from rock, pop, 
hip-hop and classical styles to create 
this “unconventional cinematic 
soundscapes in recent memory.”  

His most recent film, Roma, was Oscar 
nominated for it’s immersive sound 
mixing with Cuarón purposefully to be 
played out in Dolby Atmos theatres 
as after visiting the three-dimensional 
system he thought -

“This is a brilliant system … But this 
is a tool that the real function of this 
tool is going to be in intimate films, 
not in this big loud tentpoles, because 
loudness and Atmos, they don’t come 
together in my opinion.’ It’s about 
spread, and the beautiful thing of 
spreading all these sounds, and being 
able to be very geographically specific, 
that that’s something that no other 
system gives you.”

The extraordinarily long process of sound 
designing Roma began with Head of the 
Sound Department José Antonio García 
(who already possessed a long working 
relationship Cuarón) collecting dialogue, 
diegetic tracks from the field for months, 
in order to build a multi-layered 
soundtrack to accurately portray 1970's 
Mexico. 

“Sergio and his team recorded 
as much as they could in Mexico 

City,” says Henighan, “and then we 
embellished them. Cuarón would 
say to [Sergio], ’We need to find the 
knife-sharpener guy.’ Or, ’We need 
to find real specific birds for the 
neighborhood, or real specific traffic 
for when they go to the cinema.’ 
So, Skip and I had these amazing 
textured tracks of Mexico that were 
awesome and unique — sounds that 
had real depth.”

Garcia then collaborated with sound 
editor Craig Henighan and sound 
mixer Skip Lievsay as they explained 
the attention to detail to background 
dialogue was incredibly demanding but 
necessary. Every piece of dialogue, on or 
off screen, had been written individually 
for whoever the character may be. This 
was apparently the most evident in the 
hospital delivery scene as an addition to 
the conversations between protagonist 
Cleo and the nurses/doctors, they had 
also recorded "four sets of other women 
having babies” and their conversations 
with nurses/doctors, as well as placed 
another woman in labour behind the 
camera, as Cuarón was determined to 
make it feel “panoramic” which could 
immerse the audience entirely into this 
360 of events.

The goal of creating a textured score 
with real-depth, was to make the audience 
feel like they were truly experiencing the 
scene themselves - that’s why recording 
the environmental sounds in was so 
essential.

Another remarkable scene was the long 
one-take beach sequence, it proved the 
most challenging as the sound team 
intended for the sound of the waves to 
feel “relentless” - “like it was never going 
to stop” Henighan said. According to 
him, they only knew they were successful 
in achieving this when Cuarón gave a 
“celebratory dance”. 

As well as 
the stunning, 
encapsulating 
visuals of the 
Children of Men,  
the use of sound 
is the other 
essential feature 
that allows the 
portrayal of 
the world to be 
so terrifyingly 
familiar. Sound 
was supervised 
done by Richard 
Beggs, an Oscar 
winner sound 
editor who had 
also worked on 
the Prisoner of 
Azkaban. 

SOUND

CHILDREN OF MEN
CLIVE OVEN JULIANNE MOORE MICHEAL CAINE
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In an interview where the two of them discuss 
the cinematography of Roma. Lubezki asks 
Cuarón about the process of keeping the tempo 

of the camera work as felt unlike his previous films 
(Children of Men, Y Tu Mama), the camera moves at 
a different tempo than to the actors, “like a complex 
jazz number”. To which Cuarón replied that the first 
thing was to find the space, the most difficult thing 
was to time it well. Simple movements such as the 
prominent in-house panning shot of Cleo were the 
most difficult as the camera could not remain in the 
same spot to do the full round movement. What was 
key was to allow flexibility with actors to improvise. 

Roma encaptures Cuarón’s multi-talented 
capabilities as being one of the best filmmakers 
undoubtedly working today, showcasing Cuarón’s 
exceptional direction, cinematography and editing.

Cuarón and Adam Gough worked together to edit 
Roma. Although you could argue there was not 
much editing needed other than a “cut” in between 
long takes. 

The process of selecting the best one-take was 
“rigorous” says Adam Gough due to the fact Cuarón 
shot scenes many times - 60 takes was their maximum 
with each set up. This made quick meaningful 
decision-making a necessary tool when it comes 
to editing efficiency. The time-intensive editing 
process was particularly extended due to fact time 
also had to be spent simply rewatching almost 20 
minute long-takes again and again. 

“We were finding that if you made a change later 
on, you would find that the flow beforehand 
would get held up a little bit. It was like an 
accordion. If you pulled something out, you 
might have to stretch or trim back in other 
places.”

Sometimes they would find they 
liked the beginning of one take and 
the ending of another, when this 
occurred they used a “splicing” 
technique where they combined 
the shots into one sequence. This 
had occurred during the riot scene 
at the department store, where 
the camera pans to the outside 
of the window to reveal the riot 
then lingers back to Cleo in the 
showroom.

In terms of colouring the film, 
Cuarón wanted a “modern film that 
looked into the past” and although 
tried to shoot with black and white 
cameras, they decided to shoot in 
colour (on an Alexa 65 in 6.5k) and 
collaborated with Technicolour 
to manipulate to complex black 
and white ranges post-production 
- which is how films are done 
nowadays as filmmakers often 
want to replicate a ‘shot on film’ 
aesthetic.

There is a lot of debate whether a 
monochromatic film can be as 
immersive as coloured ones as you 
could argue an audience can’t 
relate to actors as well. However, I 
feel that Roma is one of the more 
exceptional examples that was so 
deeply immersive despite the lack 
of colour, but was only possible with 
the filmmakers attention to detail.

Ultimately, Roma’s distinct subtle 
narrative was achieved through 
using the power of emotion to 
drive the pace and edit; knowing 
where to cut, not just what. 
Conventionally you would “cut on 
action” to maintain a continuous 
flow, however, that wouldn’t have 
been possible with such long takes, 
in their case they needed the cue of 
an emotion to let it flow through a 
narrative journey. 

DIRECTOR,
EDITOR,
CINEMATOGRAPHER OF

ROMA “There is a tendency to use digital 
to create a filmic look, and I have 

done this, but, on this one, we didn’t 
want to emulate film, we wanted to 

embrace digital" 

Lubezki, who shot Children of Men and Y tu 
Mama Tambien, was initially appointed as 
cinematographer of Roma, but ultimately 
was not the one to shoot the film - instead 
Cuarón did it himself; keeping in mind 
the style of his friend Chivo (Lubezki).  The 
cinematography remains motivated as it 
puts the audience in a contrasting position 
of an objective and subjective bystander to 
the narrative of the family. 
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