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looked for there. Others habitually dreate a dynamic 

which causes us to search continually from scre~n left to 

screen right. 
I 

An interesting example of direction of screen 

composition which creates a tension between an interest 

in the center of the screen, balanced with a subliminal 

dread of what is happening off screen is to be found in Luis 

Bunuel's Los Olvidados. 

The basic structure of the film is created around the 

gang-mentality of a group of very poor young Mexi can boys. 

A mentality of gang-ritual predominates, . with a constant 

atmosphere. of something-being-·done -tne concerted 
I S 

attention of the gang ~~ directed toward that something. 

The film is composed photographically . so ~-.·" o : . 

the audience shares in that gang-like concentration of interest 

Con something which is occuring generally at screen center) 

As usual with gang rituals, the something being done 

is an act of very mixed moral significance. It leads to some 

• 
re~ognition of power or prestige for one of the members, but 

is in clear ·opposition to the needs · of others /U 7 he. LOfltMVN ;/y 

While the audience increasingly shares. in the ritu~l-

ized performance of these acts, looking screen center at 

the stealing of Mi lk from a donkey, the theft of a knife, 

the gang's attack and robbery of an old man, a murder of a 

young man, a spying on a young girl as she washes her legs 

in milk, etc., the audience shares increasingly in the 

sense of guilt which pervaces the area outside the influence 

" 

... 
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• 

of the gang , (and just beyond t he frame of the screen.) 

O~ne is continually f o r ced to wonde r, for example, 

why no one in the community go e s to t h e simple trouble of 

watching the gang and identify i ng their activities. It then 

become s clear that the directo r has drawn us into on~ of the 

gang's major preoccupations: t hat of living out their 

lives in the midst of the community, i n clear sight of 

all, but moving tuiCk1Y e nough , and maintaining sufficient 

bravado, to prevent people from actually do i ng anything 

about them. 

AlsoT : ano t he r dynami c begins to become clear. 

The predominate fi gur e IS a person of very mixed 

moral significance, ~
.~ 

(early in the film he murders a riend ~ 
- ~ 

and continually prevents a noth er friend from developing 

a better way o f life , But he remains indisputably the 

one person who h olds t h e gang together, and who gives the 

individuals thei r purpose and meaning.) He- occupies : ,: . _ ~ t.he 

center o f the scr een --and he continually menaces the peri-
5e 

~~ o f t h e s creen much as he does the ' mentalities of the 

gang membe rs . 

The realization of this visual duality in his 

character is accomplished as follows. The occupation of the 

~ '-h c... center of the screen is simply hand1eq!. Taking .' ' j ",advantage . of 

ML)""~"""..( the gang-leaderS- (JaibO j '" proclivity to sieze the 

~~1. IWh ritualistic center of interest, there is no problem in 
d\ ,~ "~r "" ''"'v, , 

" 



t he viewing s i tuation 12 

establishing his predominanc e of the cente r screen. 

An habitual interes t in the center of the screen is 

increased by the photographic composition. Arms, hands, 

fence rails, chairs , direc tions of mo t ion , eye-direction, 

shadows , all conspire t o crea te visual l i nes of force, lead-

ing us toward the center . The lightin~ and set-design is 

such that the farm-yard , the stable, the farm-house, the 

village streets, the shops , a ll take on a depth, a richness 

of detail and of contour. This serves to draw us further 

into the scene. 

One of the maj o r p rob l ems of the film was a need 

to somehow com~ensate f or s ome dramatically crucial, but 
ftt t. . 

improbably sudden appearanc es : o f ::'"iI.3.ibo, who must also be 

presented in such a way that h e gains an increasing sub-
.,; 

liminal threat to the goo d i ntentions and integrity of -
every person in t he film. This is accomplished both 

dramatic a lly a n d visually. 

The .·-v isua l aspect of the accomplishment is what 

mos t int erests us here . During two key scenes, Jaibo 

must sudden l y , just when we most w~, that he would not 

appear, invade the scree n. In one instance, he appears, 

leaning a ga inst a corner of a building, and is brought into 

the scene by a tracking ~' movement of the cumera. In . 

another , he invades from the upper berder of the scr~en; 

and the shot is designed to reveal him lying along the line 

just above the line of sight in the previous compositlon . 

.. 
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(the preceding shot is composed to show only the bottom of 

the second "story" of a crude stable, and the followd:.ng 

composition reveals him waiting there, - hidden in some hay, 

waiting to kill his friend. 

We ar~ prepared throughout the film ~or these two 
~~). 

crucial reveal-s. First, we are prepared dramatically for 

them, in the recognition that each of the major :, characters 

normally "waitsl! for Jaibo, as though only he can restore 

events to their "normal" on-going patterns. Second, the 

visual lines of all the compositions --the barn-yards,s the 

road~, the plazas, the village shops; all have a linear 

unity about them. The lines and patterns seem to hold 

together, and the postures and dress of the persons in the 

shots seem to be appropriate for their surroundings. Not 

so with Jaibo. The lines O~hiS body never seem to be of 

the same composition as the lines of the :-b6dies of those 

around him~' His clothes are too loose, and ill-fitted. 

The lines of his shoulders are never quite balanced with 

the lines of the rest Of\iS body. At the same time, the 

lines of his body jar the powerful compositci:.ons of the 

s tructures and objects around him. He never fits into a 

scene, visually# when he is in it. Therefore the relief 

of visual composition in scenes which he is nRt in, creates 

il'\ us a sense of sub-liminal unease; a ·- sense that something 

is wrong, because things have somehow become too right~ 

'. 
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Thirdly, and this is the aspect of t he composition which-

is' _ pertinent to the viewing situa tion of the audience, 

he is caused to invade the scr een a t extremely i mprobable, 
. 

but dramatically justifiable time s, during the crucial 

formative periods of the film. At one tim~ , during a dream 

in which a boy suf~ers the agony o~ r e jection and grotesque 

reacceptance by his mother , J a i bo appears, star~ly lit and 

moving in phantom-like s low-mo tion , f rom under the bed. 

At another time , while a y oung and r ather innocent girl 

erotically washes her legs with t h e milk from a donkey 

(believing it will make her ski n look fresh) he appears 

unexpectedly from his hiding- plac e on the upper story of the 

stable. 

Irt both these ins tanc e s, h e appears no~ only at a 

very unexpected time , but f rom a v e ry unexpected direction, 

and in a menacingl y c a sual , horizontal, laughing posture. 

Th e fi r st appearanc e i n the drea~ is made from the 

b o ttom of the scr~en~ ~~he pull-back of the camera 

reveals him t here, as if he ' had been there forever, : '. 

ly ing ' and lis tening l-'b.e the agonies of the dream in progress 

above him . Iri the second instance, he is found lying, 

looki ng down mockingly, from a horizontal posi t.ion j \:'.st ;-

above the cut-off line of the screen. 

The focus of attention, throughout, is on the center 

of the screen, and the ritualistic gang-atmosphere of the 

dram~ cond.i! t1 i ons us to believe that here, _in the center of 

the attention, the forces of good and evil can be controlled, 

but outside menaces the unexpected. Ih each inst~nce, 

" 
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the menace appears as a r es ult of a nearly fortuitous 

action, a development of the d r a ma , a s e arch for security, 

an attempt to find a way out of one's wretchedness, a 

experimental quest o f beauty . The camera follows the 

natural motivations of the s c e n e and discovers him there, 

suddenly invading the - entire ora er 0 e scree n, a s - if 

he had bee n there from a ll t ime , watch ing and waiting. 

IN such a film , the s pecta tor finds that the clear, 

strong vertical an~orizontal l ines are no longerll ,-o- borderS 

between the active and inac tive realms of his consciousness. 

the meanings have becom~ reve rsed, and the stronger 

anxieties are identified s ub- liminally ~ith t h e penumbra 

arQund the screen , instead of with the screen itself. This 

is acco~plished , as indic a t e d a bove, while the conscious 

watching habits are d irected consistently and clearly toward 

the c l early un de r standable action at the cebter of the 

s c reen . 

It sh9ul d~be pointed out too, that the audiences 

anxie ties con c e rnin-g the re a lities just beyond the borders 

of t n e screen is never pandered to, in an ' obvious style, 

as s it would be in a typical well-made film. The lines 6f 

sight, the directions of action, the graphic compos,itions 

a lL e all clea rly directed to form a conscious ':.'. '. '.- " ~ force 

which con troIs oui: "normal" con s:ioaaness to expect a 
ls/pu:Jcflt:d e+ (;crato.1 u.IfJ~(~ 

predictable development of events~-'Tne anxieties of our 

consciousness though, become in creasingl~preoccupied with 

<J0~ 
the dark areas, jsqt beyond the borders of the screen. 
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