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GCSE Film Studies - Focus Film Factsheet

Raiders of the
Lost Ark
(1981, Spielberg, USA)
Component 1
Key Developments in US Film

Focus Areas
Genre, Narrative, Context 

PART 1: Key Sequence(s) and 
timings and/or links

Sequence 1
‘https://youtu.be/lLZ-JUct1yk ’ - Opening 
Scene; the reveal of ‘Indiana Jones’ 

Sequence 2
‘https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DLZ08D2vvdU’ 
The Fight in Marion’s Bar, Nepal 

Sequence 3
‘https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RcRlhsEezGY’ 
Escaping the Well of Souls

PART 2: STARTING POINTS - Key Elements 
of Film Form (Micro Features)

Cinematography (including Lighting)
• Protagonist Indiana Jones is shot in a variety 

of ways to ‘hide’ his appearance in the opening 
3 minutes of the film (Sequence 1). With 
close-ups (CU) of his feet, over-the-shoulder 
shots (OTS) and frequently from behind, 
the opening establishes that he is elusive. 

• The opening sequence also uses lighting 
to initially hide Indiana Jones’ face by 
combining low-key lighting with silhouettes, 
created in part by the foliage of the jungle. 

• The film features a ‘light and dark’ lighting 
motif; light when things are going well and 
the characters are not in danger, darker and 
more ‘shrouded’ when there is potential 
for danger to our lead characters. High-key 
lighting in particular dominates scenes where 

characters are not in immediate danger; 
Sequence 3 illustrates this concept well. 

• Some other motifs are used in the choice of 
shot; our protagonist is often shot face-on, in 
medium/medium-close-up with him looking 
‘beyond’ the audience to indicate that he has 
seen something, often danger, that we are yet 
to see. This is perhaps best described as a 
‘delayed POV shot’ and is a trope of Spielberg. 

• Similarly, there are several shots of 
‘Indy’s’ face lit in a golden hue, often 
in CU to demonstrate that he has found 
treasure or something of significance. 

• An example of the above can be seen in 
the second sequence where we see that the 
treasure that Indiana is after belongs to 
Marion. Lighting is used to highlight the 
importance of her necklace with lighting 
making the jewellery shine in a golden hue.

• In the second sequence, Major Arnold Toht and 
Marion are often framed in a CU two-shot when 
we first see them in the scene. It suggests that 
they are equal and despite him having the upper 
hand in terms of numbers of allies, Marion often 
stays in the frame to highlight her strength, 
bravery and reticence to be beaten by him. 

• The third sequence once again plays on the 
idea of light = good, dark = bad. The Well of 
Souls is poorly lit but the bright fire scares 
away the snakes. The opening in the ceiling 
and the false wall are bright and signify safety 
and hope. Natural light and artificial light 
are used to help show where an escape is.

Mise-en-scène 
• Costume is deeply entrenched in film tradition; 

colour denotes character types and tropes 
(black leather trench coat for the villain, white 
dress for the love interest/damsel in distress). 
The character of Indiana Jones for example 
is almost a superhero in his use of two main 
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costumes ; when he’s teaching he wears tweed 
and glasses but when hunting treasure and 
fighting ‘bad guys’, he wears khaki-coloured 
clothes, a leather jacket, an off-white shirt and 
a fedora/out-back style hat. Like Clark Kent, he 
has clothes that signify which character he is.  

• The film relies on a heavy use of classic film 
iconography, particularly in use of props and 
costume from the adventure genre: whips, guns, 
hats, treasure, traps, maps, uniforms etc. 

• Mise-en-scène is key to this; costume and 
props are selected to establish the 1930s time 
period (style and prominence of hats, the cut 
and material of suits etc.) as well as ‘classic’ 
locales of jungles, the desert in Egypt and 
the sea; essentially, from a production point 
of view, designed to avoid urban areas. Some 
interior shots are used such as Marshall College 
and Indiana Jones’ study for example, but the 
production design cleverly uses a similarly 
muted colour palette across the film to ensure 
a cohesive and synchronic aesthetic. 

• An interesting aside; the second key sequence, 
much like the third, sees our protagonists use 
fire to keep away the villains of the scene. 
Our villain, Major Arnold Toht, suffers burns 
to his hand that forces him away from the 
fight, much in the way that fire forces snakes 
away and relieves danger for Indiana and 
Marion in the Well of Souls (Sequence 3). 

Editing 
• The film employs classic ‘travelogue’ inserts 

to indicate travel, overlaid with maps and 
graphics of an aeroplane. Some title cards 
help to establish time and date as well. 

• These scenes are dominated by dissolves 
to help make clear the relationship between 
Indiana and the aeroplane travelling 
across a map; he is the one travelling. 

• Editing is throughout the film is generally 
very ‘light’ i.e. slow in pace, almost entirely 
motivated and often without transitions; the 
editing can be said to be classic Hollywood and 
thus reflects the time of the narrative, the 1930s, 
rather than time of production, the 1980s.

• Action scenes are naturally pacier and match-
on action is used often to help emphasise action 
and strength, power and/or reactions to key 
moments. See Sequence 2 for example-notice 
how one character is punched in one angle 
and then we see their reaction in another to 
reinforce the impact and power of the punch.

• Similarly, shot-reverse-shot is deployed 
often; this allows for a ‘simple’ and classical 
style that allows the audience to follow 
action and dialogue with relative ease.

• In the third key sequence, tension is created 
with some cross-cutting between Indiana’s 
attempts to escape the room whilst we see the 
fire that Marion possesses, slowly run out. 

Sound 
• The score, by John Williams, is a key component 

of audience reaction and expectation. Musical 
cues help to emphasise moments of drama or a 
dramatic reveal with short blasts of sound. This 
is deployed notably during scenes where Indiana 
is in danger or ‘jump scares’ are employed. 

• Our hero has his own theme tune; “The Raiders 
March”. This iconic music plays in a variety of 
styles and versions whenever our protagonist is 
escaping, or in some ways ‘winning’. As a result, 
it helps to establish when Jones is clear of danger. 

• Similarly, the villains too have a suite of music 
to accompany them and identify their character 
type; these musical cues are dominated by low 
and dark tones to create a sombre atmosphere 
and mood. Again, these are used almost 
exclusively to inform the audience of character 
intention and overall emotion in a scene. 

• The film won numerous Academy Awards, 
perhaps most notably a Special Achievement 
Award for Sound Effects Editing. Sound 
effects are dominated by Foley work to 
emphasise action in a style that is reminiscent 
of classic Hollywood action films.

• Some examples of the foley work are clear 
in the second key sequence. These were 
achieved by striking leather jackets and 
baseball gloves with a baseball bat to create 
a variety of punching noises and body blows, 
referencing production techniques from the 
old ‘Republic’ films in the 1930-50s which 
tended to be Westerns and action films.

• The third key sequence offers an excellent 
example of the ‘Raiders March’ being used; note 
how this song strikes up to signify a triumphant 
moment as Indiana masterminds an escape. 

PART 3: STARTING POINTS - Contexts 

Social 
• The film only features one named female 

character. When we see Dr. Jones teaching, 
his classroom is full of women who are clearly 



3

GCSE Film Studies - Focus Film Factsheet

infatuated with him but presented without 
any spoken words or personality beyond 
that of being in the class to ‘watch’ Jones.

• This was the highest grossing film of 
1981. It is also one of the highest grossing 
films ever and is consistently voted one of 
the greatest films of all time in polls. 

• Characters are represented in fiercely 
traditional terms; good, bad and a few 
examples of bureaucrats. One approach to 
the role of characters would be to consider 
Propp and his theory of characters. 

• Indiana Jones is very much a traditional 
Hollywood hero and takes his cues from classic 
leading men of Hollywood (Bogart, Stewart, 
Grant, Heston, Gable, Ladd etc.). His costume 
and treatment of others help to indicate this, 
perhaps as a way of reinforcing the time period 
the film is set in. His costume for example is 
heavily influenced by the costume of Harry 
Steele in the 1954 film Secret of the Incas.

• The film has a conventional romance sub-
plot and traditional narrative structure using 
a McGuffin, though somewhat unusually, and 
quite graphically, we do see the reveal of the 
treasure and its power at the end of the film. 

Historical 
• The film cleverly establishes that it is set in the 

1930s but also evokes a style that represents 
a romanticised period of 1930s to 1960s 
Hollywood adventure films. Examples of these 
include Secret of the Incas (1954), Rulers of 
the Sea (1939), The Treasure of Sierra Madre 
(1948), The African Queen (1951), The Crimson 
Pirate (1952), Journey to the Centre of the Earth 
(1959), Around the World in 80 Days (1968) 
and King Solomon’s Mines (1950). This whilst 
contextually, kick-starting  an ‘adventure revival’ 
in the 1980s with films such as The Goonies 
(1985), The Princess Bride (1987), Labryrinth 
(1986), The Never Ending Story (1985), 
Romancing the Stone (1984) and many others. 

• Steven Spielberg once stated that he wanted to 
make a James Bond film, but when George Lucas 
pitched him “a character better than Bond”, but 
“without the hardware” he switched his attention 
to the character of ‘Indiana Smith’. Spielberg 
changed the name after explaining how he didn’t 
think the name Smith suited the character. Many 

clear links and comparisons between Jones and 
Bond become obvious when this is considered. 

• Not only was the film heavily influential 
in filmmaking, it also helped to influence 
a genre of video games, especially the 
Tomb Raider and Uncharted series. 

PART 4: Comparison to King 
Solomon’s Mines
• King Solomon’s Mines (1950) is a remake 

by MGM of the 1937 British adventure 
film King Solomon’s Mines.

• The film shares many similarities with Raiders 
of the Lost Ark, perhaps most notably in the 
narrative where it stars a fearless-explorer 
Alan Quartermain (played by Stewart 
Granger), and a spiky and irascible female lead, 
Elizabeth Curtis (played by Deborah Kerr).

• This film also features a mythical treasure as 
a McGuffin: Kerr’s spouse has disappeared 
somewhere in Africa while attempting 
to unearth the long-lost diamond mines 
of King Solomon and Quatermain is 
hired to find him and the treasure. 

• As with Jones, Quartermain uses his 
wits to attempt to quell foes and keep 
his party from being killed. 

• Much like in Raiders of the Lost Ark, the group 
does indeed find their treasure, and as with the 
Spielberg film, it is somewhat bittersweet. 

• This version from 1950 leans heavily 
on the blossoming romance between 
the leading man and leading lady, 
something that Raiders also does.

• The property was remade once more in 
1985, directly in response to the success of 
the burgeoning Indiana Jones franchise.

• Both films were commercially and critically 
successful; King Solomon’s Mines was MGMs 
most successful film (financially) of 1950 and 
it was nominated for 3 Academy Awards, 
winning for Cinematography and Editing. 

• Generic conventions of romance, adventure 
and action link the two films, but thematic 
links are also clear; ‘be careful what you 
wish for’ seems to be an underlying message 
when considering the McGuffins. 


