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1: Introduction to case studies – Sightseers and Under the Skin  

Sightseers (Wheatley, UK, 2012, Big Talk Pictures) 
  
Sightseers is an eccentric and deadpan black comedy in the tradition of British film comedy 
yet also surprisingly macabre and postmodern in its realisation. It utilises conventional road-
movie and rom com narratives but features characters and situations that challenge 
mainstream representations and responses, particularly in their attitudes to gender and 
class.  
 
In terms of narrative, Sightseers is conventional; it utilises a traditional linear three-act 
structure, has clear unity of time and space, causality is explicit and the film’s protagonists 
are the principal causal agents. This conventional narrative can be a fruitful area of study in 
considering how the film provokes comic, shocking and surprising responses in audiences.  
 
If used as part of an A2 course, the film can yield some interesting and provocative 
ideological debates around gender and class representations as well as morality and crime. 
Sightseers can be used to explore narrative at more advanced study by considering its 
unusual use of spectator alignment and positioning, and how these may provoke ambiguous 
and ‘immoral’ allegiances in spectators. 
 
Under the Skin (Glazer, UK, 2014, Film4) 
 
Under the Skin is an unconventional and challenging sci-fi/horror film. It is a cinematically 
stunning, disturbing and innovative UK film directed by Jonathan Glazer that exemplifies the 
exciting artistry currently working within UK film. As it is not a mainstream film it will stretch 
and challenge students in its use of form, narrative and ideological representations – 
opening their minds to new possibilities in cinema. The film was not a financial success at 
the box office but was critically acclaimed, particularly for Glazer’s direction, Levy’s score, 
Landin’s cinematography and Johansson’s performance.  
 
The film’s use of narrative demands more active spectator engagement and leaves much for 
the viewer to infer from the plot. The traditional three-act structure, character motivation, 
causality and spatial/temporal unity are less explicit in Under the Skin than in mainstream 
cinema. In this way, the film is very useful to study, at AS and AL, as it forces students to 
think deeply about the functions and appeals of conventional narrative structures and 
devices in cinema.  
 
The film’s representations of gender and its ideological meanings have been a source of 
great debate since the film was released and students will be provoked into enthusiastic 
engagement with this debate by the film and its accompanying critical writing. The film’s use 
of ambiguous iconography, spectator address and formal elements will make ideological 
analysis challenging but varied and exciting in the classroom. 
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2: Accessing the concepts – analysing narrative  

Narrative structure requires consideration of the whole film, most obviously in the way a 
story is told through plot. A practical approach to narrative is to be found in the practice of 
screenwriting with the idea of the narrative arc and the commonly used three-act structure. 
In addition, mise-en-scène, editing, cinematography and sound can all have a narrative 
function.   

AS learners study the following:   
 

• how narrative construction reflects plot and expresses temporal duration and 
ellipsis  

• narrative devices including voiceover, flashback, the framing narrative, the open 
ending, repetition and other forms of narrative patterning   

• how the dramatic qualities of a sequence or scene are constructed, including 
through dialogue   

• how narrative construction provides psychological insight into character   
• film poetics: what elements of film filmmakers select and how they combine them 

to create meaning   
• the relationship between the screenplay and the realised film narrative   
• narrative conventions of mainstream screenwriting, including the construction of 

dialogue, character and the use of images and sound to convey narrative 
• the concept of genre, genre conventions and genre in relation to narrative  

 
Critical approaches to narrative: 
 

• the formalist conception of narrative based on the distinction between story and 
plot 

• the structuralist conception of narrative based on binary oppositions   

 

A2 learners study: 
 

• ambiguity in narrative including the ambiguous relationship between cause and 
effect and uncertainty over character identification   

• how narrative construction is used to align the spectator and how that alignment 
encourages the adoption of a particular spectator point of view   

• the significance of narrative structures which are alternative to and/or in opposition 
to conventional narrative structures, particularly in regard to experimental film 

• how narrative can function as an ideological framework. 
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Tasks/Activities: 

a.    Learning narrative terminology with your class 
 

This can be a teacher-led and organized activity or left for students to devise for 
themselves. 
 
Using a good text book such as Film Art (Bordwell et al) or a reliable website such as 
this: 
 
http://filmstudiesforfree.blogspot.co.uk/2010/09/narratology-and-narration-in-film-
and.html, 
 
create a series of flashcards for your students, like these: 
 
https://quizlet.com/193799652/chapter-3-narrative-film-flash-cards/. 

 
You can copy these flashcards and edit them for your own use in Quizlet if you set up a 
free account. Your students can revise and test themselves on these terms or you can 
also set up class activities, revision games and tests, keeping track of their performance 
if you share them via Google Classroom. 
 
 

b.    Understanding the difference between story and plot 
 

• Write out the story of your life in 100 words and be prepared to read it to a 
partner in 15 minutes’ time and try to make it interesting for them to listen to. 

• Read each other your life stories and then discuss any similarities and 
differences. 

• What you have just written and read will not be your story. In terms of film theory, 
it will be the plot you have selected from your life story. You will have chosen 
which events to select and you will have structured those events in a particular 
order. Your selection and structural order were probably influenced by trying to 
focus your listener on certain elements of your whole life story. 

• Think about what events you left out and why. Are the reasons why you selected 
and deselected events similar to your partner’s reasons? 

• When you created the plot of your life you were thinking, much like a screenwriter 
would, about trying to tell a story in a particular way to create a particular effect 
on the audience. Now try redrafting the plot of your life to make it funnier or more 
mysterious or more exciting. Feel free to exaggerate if you wish. Try to stick to 
the limit of 100 words. 

• You could try experimenting with temporal duration, frequency, temporal 
order and narrative point of view to make it even more interesting to the 
audience. 

• Compare your redrafted life story with the original. How is it more interesting and 
which narrative devices are most important to the effect? This is an important 
way of thinking about narrative analysis – the choices made by the screenwriter 
in devising a plot have a highly significant impact on how the spectator perceives 
story. 

 
 
 
 

http://filmstudiesforfree.blogspot.co.uk/2010/09/narratology-and-narration-in-film-and.html
http://filmstudiesforfree.blogspot.co.uk/2010/09/narratology-and-narration-in-film-and.html
https://quizlet.com/193799652/chapter-3-narrative-film-flash-cards/
https://itunes.apple.com/gb/app/google-classroom/id924620788?mt=8
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c.    Understanding narrative causality 
 
        Another game/activity that can be used in approaching narrative analysis is the  
        following: 
 

• Take any five random events such as: 
 
a phone rings 
a man dies 
an ice cube melts 
a woman is sacked from her job 
a horse chews some grass. 
 
Or use this to select five random events: 
Random Event Generator 

 
• In groups of three or four, try to create an interesting story from these events in 10 

minutes. You can add more story information to these plot events and rearrange 
them if you wish. 

• Compare your stories as a whole class. Which is the most interesting to you and 
why? 

• Most people find this activity very easy. It might be difficult to make a good story but 
most people can construct a story very quickly. Why is it so easy? 

• What does this activity tell you about story and plot? 
 

Teachers’ notes: This activity is very useful for showing that causality is a very natural 
part of the way in which we think as human beings. Our brain has evolved to look for 
causal links between things and if we cannot find an obvious causal link between two 
random experiences we can create an imaginary one by inferring causality. See here for 
further guidance. What students will create is a cause–effect chain. They will add extra 
information in the form of motivation and setting, and, may manipulate order, frequency 
and duration to create effects. What is often interesting is the ways in which they try to 
create a story using generic or formal schemata – some students may create a very 
mainstream horror story, others may create a non-generic art cinema story. 

 
d.    Plot segmentations 
 

• Construct plot segmentations for Sightseers and Under the Skin, similar to these 
for Toy Story and The Wizard of Oz. Include all the events (including non-diegetic 
events such as title sequences) that we see in the film, in the order that we see them. 

• Do this in groups. To make this quicker you could split the films between four groups, 
each group analysing one half of each film and writing their segments on flashcards. 
If you wish to make the segmentations more visual you could use an app like this. 
The whole class should then display them on the walls of the classroom as an 
analysis resource. 

• Consider whether the plot matches the story chronology. Are any flashbacks or 
flash-forwards used to disrupt natural chronology? If so, what effect do these have on 
the way we perceive the story? 

• Does the plot have a clear cause–effect chain? What are the key causal events and 
agents in the plots? 

• What inferred story events are missing from the film plots? Do these missing events 
affect the way we understand the plot? 

• How useful is Todorov’s explanation of Narrative in explaining the structures of 
Sightseers and Under the Skin? Why is it useful? Why is not useful? 

https://www.classtools.net/random-name-picker/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Causal_reasoning
https://frankiesaysreadmyreviews.wordpress.com/2013/02/22/toy-story-plot-segmentation/
http://adaptation391w.qwriting.qc.cuny.edu/files/2012/08/Segmentation_handout.pdf
https://www.canva.com/create/infographics/
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TODOROV’S NARRATIVE STRUCTURE: 

 
 

 
 
 

i. Character arcs:  
 
Another way of looking at narrative development is to analyse character arcs. 
Considering how a character changes and develops throughout the film’s narrative can 
reveal important structural and technical features of the film. What characters cause to 
happen and how they are affected by events, what motivates characters and what 
transformations they go through can be very useful ways of exploring any film text. The 
character arcs of Tina in Sightseers and The Female in Under The Skin can be very 
interesting studies. 
 
 
• Compare the beginning and ending of Tina’s story in Sightseers. Look at the 

following images of Tina at the beginning of Sightseers. 
 
This is the very first image we see of her: 

 

 

1. 
Equilibrium 

2. 
Distruption 

of the  
Equilibrium. 

3. 
Recognition 

of the 
distruption. 

4. An 
attempt to 
repair the 
damage. 

5. new 
equilibrium. 
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• What are our first impressions of Tina? Consider how the image is framed, what she 

is wearing and her body language. 
• What do we learn about Tina in the rest of the opening sequence at her mother’s 

house? 
 

This is the one of the final images we get of Tina at the end of the film. 
 

 
 

• How is Tina different at the end of the film compared with the beginning? How has 
she changed? Has she achieved anything? Is she happier? Has she learnt anything 
new about herself? Has her life improved? 

 
• Find three other images from the film to show exactly when and how Tina changes. 

Annotate each image to identify, precisely, how she has changed and what has 
caused the change. How do each of the changes in her character arc affect other 
changes?  

 
• Consider how these changes are communicated to us. Are they communicated 

through sound? Visually? Or through performance? 
 

• Compare these transformation points with a partner and as a class, discuss 
similarities and differences in your analysis. 

 
• Try to create a similar analysis of character arc for The Female in Under the Skin 

using the same questions. This will be more difficult because more narrative 
information in this film is inferred: the plot is more ambiguous and open to different 
interpretations. 

 
 

Here is one of the first images we see of The Female. What character information do we 
get from the composition of the shot, her body language, the lighting and 
costume/make-up? 
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Do we get any other character information about her, in this scene, from the use of sound, 
mise-en-scène, cinematography or performance? 
 
Here is one of the final images we get of The Female in Under The Skin. How has she 
changed? Has she achieved anything? Is she happier? Has she learnt anything new about 
herself? Has her life improved? 
 

 
 

• Find three other images from the film to show exactly when and how Tina changes. 
Annotate each image to identify, precisely, how she has changed and what has 
caused the change. How do each of the changes in her character arc affect other 
changes?  

 
• Consider how these changes are communicated to us. Are they communicated 

through sound? Visually? Or through performance? 
 

• Compare these transformation points with a partner and as a class, discuss 
similarities and differences in your analysis. 
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A2 narrative/extension questions: 

• How do you think the films want Spectators to respond to Tina’s and The Female’s 
character? Do the films seek to create alignment with these characters? Look at the 
end of the films again and consider what the spectator is supposed to feel towards 
each of these female characters. 

 
• How do you respond to their characters? Both Tina and The Female have committed 

murder and are, in some ways, reprehensible characters. Despite this, do you find 
yourself in allegiance with them? Why? 

 
• Is your response controlled by the film? Or by your personal views? 
• How do you feel towards the male characters in the films? Is there a difference in 

alignment and allegiance with these characters? 
 

How you answer these questions may help in developing an ideological analysis of these 
films. You may feel that the construction on narrative and particularly the characters 
creates a bias towards certain ideological views/positions. A useful starting point for both 
films would be to consider gender representations. 

 
 
 
 

Teachers’ notes: Narrative in Sightseers 

● The contrast of Tina’s character at the beginning of the narrative and at the end can be 
studied. We see her character arc develop dramatically from being repressed in a mother-
dominated home to standing on the edge of a viaduct watching her lover kill himself. How 
she has developed and changed as a character, and how our relationship with her as a 
spectator has changed, should be explored. 

● The cause–effect chain of the narrative can be explored by considering how the murders 
affect the characters’ relationship and create a chain of events culminating in the final 
scene. Although Chris’ psychotic character is initially the cause of the murders, it is Tina’s 
character that intrudes on this and becomes the more dominant as the narrative 
progresses. 

● The open ending of the film can be discussed in terms of Tina’s motivations and future. 
We see her let Chris commit suicide alone and she remains looking at her hand as the 
closing credits roll. This is an enigmatic resolution as we are not entirely sure whether she 
planned to let Chris die or didn’t have the bravery to jump at the last minute. Also, what do 
we feel will happen to her now? She has the opportunity to blame it all on Chris now and 
remain free to, perhaps, continue murdering people.  
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Teachers’ notes: Narrative in Under the Skin 

● Much of the narrative is communicated purely visually in the film, there is a distinct lack of 
any dialogue, particularly expositional dialogue. We can see this in the opening sequence 
when we are given no backstory to establish the characters or their relationship to each 
other. The relationship between the motorcyclist and the alien remains mysterious 
throughout and we are often left to deduct character motivation from looks alone. 

● The characters in the film lack names, which makes identification with them and 
delineation between them very difficult, and challenges mainstream narrative conventions. 
You could also argue that the characters lack much personality in that they seem to lack 
emotion or thought in their actions. It is left to the spectator to deduce what they can about 
the characters.  

● There is a lack of explicit causality which frustrates attempts by the spectator to develop a 
cause–effect chain in the narrative. Some events seem unmotivated, such as why the 
victims are being killed, whilst other events lack a clearly explained effect, such as why 
she leaves the man’s house towards the end of the film. This is unconventional in film 
narratives and can be very challenging (or rewarding?) for the spectator, who is required 
to work much harder in making meaning. 
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3: Accessing the concepts – analysing ideology 

A2 Study: 
 
The concept of film as ideological involves exploring what ideologies are conveyed by a 
film as well as those which inform it. These may, for example, reveal that a film 
reinforces or challenges dominant beliefs and attitudes within a society.  

Learners study the following:  

• the connotations of visual elements and sounds   
• binary oppositions, both those contained in the narrative and those contained in 

film’s use of formal elements   
• the implications of spectator positioning and address   
• ideological perspectives appropriate to the text (such as a feminist or a political 

perspective)   
• an evaluation of the ideological critical approach to film.  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Tasks/Activities for A2: 

a. Gender and Ideology 
 

• Use the following checklist as a starting point to consider the degree to which Tina in 
Sightseers and The Female in Under The Skin reinforce or challenge gender 
stereotypes: 

 

Traditional gender stereotypes 

Feminine 
Not aggressive 
Dependent 
Easily influenced 
Submissive 
Passive 
Home-oriented 
Easily hurt emotionally 
Indecisive 
Talkative 
Gentle 
Sensitive to others’ feelings 
Very desirous of security 
Cries a lot 
Emotional 
Verbal 
Kind 
Tactful 
Nurturing 

Masculine 
Aggressive 
Independent 
Not easily influenced 
Dominant 
Active 
Worldly 
Not easily hurt emotionally 
Decisive 
Not at all talkative 
Tough 
Less sensitive to others’ feelings 
Not very desirous of security 
Rarely cries 
Logical 
Analytical 
Cruel 
Blunt 
Not nurturing 

 
• Compare your thoughts with a partner. Do you agree? Are there any significant areas 

of disagreement? 
 

• Now compare these two characters in terms of how they are used within the films’ 
narratives: 

 
 
 

• Again, do you agree with your partner or are there any significant areas of 
disagreement? 

• Are male characters stereotyped in the films? 
• Now look at the following reviews on Sightseers and highlight key points that the 

writers make about the gender representations in the film: 
 
https://www.spectator.co.uk/2012/12/caravan-killers/ 
 
https://www.bostonglobe.com/arts/movies/2013/05/16/movie-review-
sightseers/wn3RFeDVfCjfHMcIS2E1JJ/story.html 
 

• Collate what these writers say about gender representations with your own notes. 
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• Now look at these reviews for Under the Skin and highlight the main points made 
about gender stereotyping in them: 

 
https://rebeccahussein.com/2014/04/12/some-thoughts-on-under-the-skin/ 
 
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2014/mar/15/scarlett-johansson-under-skin-extraterrestrial 
 
http://www.deletionscifi.org/episodes/episode-9/alienating-the-gaze-the-hybrid-femme-fatale-
of-under-the-skin/ 
 
http://queersforfeminism.tumblr.com/post/89903463219/under-the-skin-the-abject-becomes-
post-feminist 
 

• These writers do not all agree about how the film portrays women. In what ways do 
they disagree? 

• Why is Under the Skin more difficult to agree on when discussing gender 
representations? 

 
 

b. Morality and Ideology 
 

• Another way of considering ideology in these two films is to think about the ways in 
which philosophical and moral issues are represented, and how the films encourage 
us to think about them.  

• Look at the following reviews on Sightseers and consider moral or philosophical 
issues that are identified by each writer. How the film portrays murder, particularly in 
its use of black comedy is a useful starting point. Is this a moral film or not? Does it 
matter? 

• Students could look at one review each in groups and create a presentation by 
linking key points in the review with the analysis of sequences from the film, to 
illustrate the points made by the writer. 

 
https://philosophyinfilm.com/2017/05/17/review-sightseers-2012-★★★★/ 
 
https://filmschoolrejects.com/tiff-2012-review-sightseers-will-make-you-laugh-but-feel-guilty-
for-it-ff366b0a7807/ 
 
https://www.wired.com/2013/05/ben-wheatley-sightseers-movie/ 
 
 http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/sightseers-2013 
 
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/films/reviews/movie-review-sightseers-
hitchcock-meets-leigh-in-grisly-giggly-horror-8369003.html 
 
https://www.theguardian.com/film/video/2012/nov/30/sightseers-video-review 
 

• The same approach can be taken with Under the Skin. This is a more ambiguous film 
and, therefore, will provoke more diverse readings of morality and philosophy in the 
film. Can aliens be accused of immorality? Does the seductive nature of the film and 
its central character change our sense of morality? These reviews show a more 
diverse and problematic range of opinions on the film: 
 
 
 

https://www.spectator.co.uk/2012/12/caravan-killers/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/arts/movies/2013/05/16/movie-review-sightseers/wn3RFeDVfCjfHMcIS2E1JJ/story.html
https://www.bostonglobe.com/arts/movies/2013/05/16/movie-review-sightseers/wn3RFeDVfCjfHMcIS2E1JJ/story.html
https://rebeccahussein.com/2014/04/12/some-thoughts-on-under-the-skin/
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2014/mar/15/scarlett-johansson-under-skin-extraterrestrial
http://www.deletionscifi.org/episodes/episode-9/alienating-the-gaze-the-hybrid-femme-fatale-of-under-the-skin/
http://www.deletionscifi.org/episodes/episode-9/alienating-the-gaze-the-hybrid-femme-fatale-of-under-the-skin/
http://queersforfeminism.tumblr.com/post/89903463219/under-the-skin-the-abject-becomes-post-feminist
http://queersforfeminism.tumblr.com/post/89903463219/under-the-skin-the-abject-becomes-post-feminist
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https://kaist455.com/2014/07/16/under-the-skin-2013/ 
 
https://colinatthemovies.wordpress.com/2014/11/15/body-and-mind-a-review-of-under-the-
skin-2013/ 
 
http://www.irishtimes.com/culture/film/under-the-skin-1.1721891 
 
http://grantland.com/hollywood-prospectus/under-the-skin-jonathan-glazer-scarlett-
johansson-state-of-sci-fi-in-hollywood/ 
 
https://onthescreenreviews.com/2014/06/18/under-the-skin-is-sci-fi-back/ 
 
 

Teachers’ notes: Ideology in Sightseers 

● The character of Tina can be explored as an ideological representation of women and/or 
femininity. The mother–daughter relationship we see in the early part of the film is fraught, 
jealous and damaging and Tina struggles to free herself from it. When she is able to 
extricate herself from this repression, she explores her sexuality and gender identification 
in bizarre ways, achieving a strange and challenging form of strength. 

● The film’s attitude to death and murder is morally challenging for the spectator. We are 
encouraged, by the use of sound and image, to laugh at innocent characters being killed 
without any attempt to encourage sympathy for the victims or antipathy towards the 
perpetrators. As spectators, we are implicated in the killings by being positioned with the 
killers. The film overtly suggests that the snob and the promiscuous, binge-drinker 
deserve to die. 

● If we are being aligned, by the narrative and the use of film form, with a psychotically-
empowered woman and the immoral pleasures of murder, what does this say about the 
film’s ideology? Does the film have an ideology? Should films have a moral position and, if 
so, why? Is an ideological critical approach useful when studying a postmodern film? 

 
 

Teachers’ notes: Ideology in Under The Skin 

● Throughout the film, we are aligned with the female central character. We are constantly 
watching her and watching others, with her. Students should consider what the film wants 
us to think about her and how it wants us to feel about her. Should we see her as a 
woman? Or as something that is becoming a person? Or as an inhuman monster? The 
film’s ideological position is enigmatic; do we feel anything towards her as she abandons a 
baby or when she is murdered at the end? Could such meanings be open to spectator 
interpretation? 

● Is it possible to say that this ambiguous and enigmatic movie has an ideology? How useful 
is it to see the film from a feministic or post-colonial critical approach. Does such an 
approach lead us into understanding or appreciating the film any further? 

● How the film represents Scotland and Scottishness could be usefully explored. In many 
ways, the film reinforces ethnic stereotypes and uses clichéd imagery of Scotland. 
However, we also see counter-typical representations in its portrayal of lonely characters 
and the isolating nature of the physical environment. 

 

https://philosophyinfilm.com/2017/05/17/review-sightseers-2012-%E2%98%85%E2%98%85%E2%98%85%E2%98%85/
https://filmschoolrejects.com/tiff-2012-review-sightseers-will-make-you-laugh-but-feel-guilty-for-it-ff366b0a7807/
https://filmschoolrejects.com/tiff-2012-review-sightseers-will-make-you-laugh-but-feel-guilty-for-it-ff366b0a7807/
https://www.wired.com/2013/05/ben-wheatley-sightseers-movie/
http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/sightseers-2013
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/films/reviews/movie-review-sightseers-hitchcock-meets-leigh-in-grisly-giggly-horror-8369003.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/films/reviews/movie-review-sightseers-hitchcock-meets-leigh-in-grisly-giggly-horror-8369003.html
https://www.theguardian.com/film/video/2012/nov/30/sightseers-video-review
https://kaist455.com/2014/07/16/under-the-skin-2013/
https://colinatthemovies.wordpress.com/2014/11/15/body-and-mind-a-review-of-under-the-skin-2013/
https://colinatthemovies.wordpress.com/2014/11/15/body-and-mind-a-review-of-under-the-skin-2013/
http://www.irishtimes.com/culture/film/under-the-skin-1.1721891
http://grantland.com/hollywood-prospectus/under-the-skin-jonathan-glazer-scarlett-johansson-state-of-sci-fi-in-hollywood/
http://grantland.com/hollywood-prospectus/under-the-skin-jonathan-glazer-scarlett-johansson-state-of-sci-fi-in-hollywood/
https://onthescreenreviews.com/2014/06/18/under-the-skin-is-sci-fi-back/
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4: Sightseers case study with key sequence analysis  

Analysis tasks/activities for AS and A2 

 
 

Teachers’ notes: Key sequence analysis in Sightseers 

One:   Death on the Rocks 0:17:44 – 0:19:32 

Two:   The Power of Love 0:59:00 – 1:01:49 

 
 

CORE STUDY AREAS 1 

STARTING POINTS – Key elements of film form (micro features) 

Cinematography 

 Artificial lighting was minimal on the film creating a flat, low-contrast look which adds to 
the sense of mundane realism in the film. The use of largely natural lighting means that 
there is a lack of shadowing and the outdoor sequences have a very dour look because 
of the overcast weather conditions or harshly lit at times when the sun shines through 
clouds. 

● Laurie Rose, the cinematographer, limited the number of lenses he used to mainly a 
50mm and a wide-angle lens for landscapes to maintain a natural look to the film. He 
wanted to have a documentary approach to the cinematography for quicker and more 
flexible shooting because many of the scenes were improvised. 

● Many of the landscape shots utilise foggy landscapes and overcast skies to create 
beautiful and threatening environments for the scenes of black humour. The use of 
sunrise and sunset shooting, particularly, add to the attractive yet brooding look of the 
film. 
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Mise-en-scène 

● The use of apparently mundane settings such as caravan parks, run-down tourist 
attractions and moors create a very familiar Englishness to the film but these are often 
counterpointed with extreme acts of violence taking place in them.  

● The use of costume and make-up is generally authentic camping chic with connotations 
of healthy and moral mainstream-living, but this becomes threatening on Chris and Tina 
as we see their murderous holiday develop. Have killers ever worn such mundane 
knitwear before?  

 The film makes use of much surreal visual juxtaposition to create uncomfortable 
experiences for the spectator. Tina’s knitted underwear has sexual connotations yet also 
suggests her ridiculous naivety, just as the giant pencil she uses to write about her 
distress to Chris carries both comic and tragic connotations. 

Editing 

● The cross-cutting used in the killing of Ian contrasts his bloody death on the moor with his 
wife, back in their caravan, treading on glass as she cooks breakfast, and the sacrifice of 
a chicken. The collision of images is gruesome, yet also suggests some synchronicity of 
actions and, possibly, supernatural causes. The sequence is a postmodern nod to the 
opening sequence of Don’t Look Now, reinforced by Chris’ red-hooded look.  

● The use of long takes in the film often add to the sense of spontaneous discomfort such 
as in the awkwardly comic yet threatening scene when Tina accuses Martin of 
propositioning her in a drawn-out speech that is both implausible and repulsive. 

● The use of montage sequences rhythmically edited to music help to create an attractive 
aesthetic that provides cinematic relief from the dominant style of documentary–realism. 
The final sequence edited to The Power of Love creates a beautifully cinematic climax to 
the film and transforms the film after a rather crude scene previously. 

Sound 

 The use of Tainted Love at the beginning of their journey foreshadows the destructive 
and murderous path that Chris and Tina’s relationship will take. It exemplifies the upbeat 
and comic, yet also threatening, tone of the whole film.  

● The use of The Power of Love at the end of the film is another example of retro 
intertextuality in the film. It adds a tragic yet camp juxtaposition to the rather grim and 
realistic imagery as the couple head for their apparent suicide pact. 

● The use of deadpan English observational comedy in the use of dialogue echoes the 
work of Leigh and Bennett and, again, adds to the use of surreal juxtapositions that 
create a comic yet threatening tone throughout the film. “He’s not a person, he’s a Daily 
Mail reader” says Chris after matter-of-factly killing a stranger. 
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CORE STUDY AREAS 2 

STARTING POINTS – Meaning and response 

Representations 

● There are several overt uses of English stereotypes in the film. The yobbish father 
littering, the promiscuous binge-drinking hen party, the snobby member of the National 
Trust. All of these characters are mercilessly killed without any attempt to encourage 
spectator sympathy in the film. 

● Chris and Tina represent stereotypes of anorak-nerds. Chris has a trainspotter’s 
fascination with caravans and Tina obsesses over her gonks. These representations 
serve to make their murderous and evil personalities more disconcerting but, perhaps 
also more worryingly, child-like too, “I just want to be feared and respected – that’s not 
too much to ask, is it?” 

● The representations of Chris and Tina as male and female killers can be usefully 
contrasted in their murder scenes. Whilst the film begins with Chris as the experienced 
controlling character who leads Tina away from her mum and then into murder, it is Tina 
who proves to enjoy murder and be more calculating than Chris at the end of the film.  

Aesthetics (i.e.  the look and feel of the film including visual style, influences, auteur, motifs) 

● The look of the film is dominated by a documentary aesthetic (the use of natural lighting, 
improvisation, location shooting, etc) which adds a sense of spontaneity and realism and 
makes the subject matter all the more shocking and original. 

● The beautiful shots of English landscapes transform the rather mundane aesthetic of the 
film at times to create cinematic moments that suggest metaphorical meaning in an 
otherwise off-beat genre movie. 

● The reoccurring motifs of the inexpressive faces of Chris and Tina add a clear sense of 
unease in the film. We constantly see them exchanging blank and static facial 
expressions in moments of heightened emotion or violent excess.  

 
  



 

20 
 

5: Under the Skin case study with key sequence analysis 

Analysis tasks/activities for AS and A2 

 

Teachers’ Notes: Key Sequence Analysis in Under The Skin 

One:  The opening sequence. 0:0:00 – 0:8:00 

Two:   Prowling for victims. 0:14:26 – 0:24:36 

 

CORE STUDY AREAS 1 

STARTING POINTS – Key Elements of Film Form (Micro Features) 

Cinematography 

 The use of hidden dash cams in the van as the alien drives around trying to pick up 
men. We see close-ups of Johansson’s expressionless face as she prowls the streets, 
which only becomes expressive as she engages with her intended victims. We see the 
victims from a distance through hidden, short focal length cameras which capture 
unscripted conversations with the A-List star Johansson. The sense of spontaneity and 
realism is very powerful and positions us with the alien in the van. 

● The use of a long-shot as we see the alien drag her victim from the beach intensifies the 
sense of vulnerability and isolation of the baby who is left alone crying for its parents. The 
alien’s lack of empathy becomes more horrific later as we see the motorcyclist clearing up 
the scene and ignoring the crying baby. We see a traumatic final mid close-up of the 
distraught baby unable to walk and isolated on the beach. 

● In the opening sequence, we see the female alien through close-ups, establishing her 
character through detailed views of parts of her body. The character is literally 
constructed before our very eyes. 

Mise-en-scène 

●  The enigmatic visuals in the opening sequence carry some connotations of the science 
fiction and horror genres. We see blinding lights and dark objects that look like planets or 
body parts. We see an eye in extreme close-up with its pupil dilating. 

● More visual enigmas are developed in the opening sequence as we see a motorcyclist 
riding down an isolated road and then stop mysteriously to retrieve a body. It is very dark 
and the situation or its causes are withheld from us.   

 There is a third dramatic change in the mise-en-scène of the opening sequence as we see 
a very bright and stark white room in which a female character undresses the body we 
have just seen retrieved and puts on her clothes. The figures are very dark against the 
white background, creating an otherworldly contrast. More visual mystery is developed in 
the use of an extreme close-up of an ant to complete the sequence. 
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Editing 

● The opening sequence creates a series of enigmas through the use of apparently 
unmatched cuts. For example, we see the motorcyclist putting the body in a dark van at 
night, the film then cuts to the body in a very bright, white room that creates discontinuity 
and a sense of unease about where we are and how the two shots connect. 

● The use of jump cuts as she prowls the streets looking for victims creates an odd sense 
of tension as we are never quite sure who will be the next victim. Some conversations 
end abruptly and suddenly she is talking to someone else. It is potentially confusing but 
also constantly surprising. 

● As she kills her victim at 0:17:30, there is a change in the editing rhythm to build 
suspense and create shock. The scene begins with a series of short takes as the 
characters undress, creating seductive tension that something dramatic is about to 
happen. However, two long takes then follow the alien as she walks away and then back 
to reveal that the victim has disappeared into the blackness of the room. The slowing of 
the editing rhythm creates an eerie sense of mystery. 

Sound 

● The film begins with the use of a low, threatening sound that is reminiscent of sci-fi 
movies but then cut-up sounds of dialogue are mixed into the soundtrack that sound like 
someone trying to learn a foreign language. The effect is mysterious and eerie but on 
subsequent viewings might be read as the alien trying to construct her human character.  

● The low, threatening sound bridges across the opening sequence even into the realism of 
the scene on the road. Despite the inclusion of authentic diegetic sound such as the 
sound effects of the motorcycle and van, this threatening sound persists until we enter the 
van when it abruptly ends. 

● In the murder scene on the beach, the use of the diegetic sound of the waves crashing on 
the stones and the baby crying are harrowing to watch, especially as they are 
counterpointed to the sight of an uncaring alien abandoning the child to the elements. The 
scene is repeated a little later when the motorcyclist cleans up the evidence, to reinforce 
the horror of the sequence. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

22 
 

CORE STUDY AREAS 2 

STARTING POINTS – Meaning and response 

Representations 

● The representation of women is complex in this film, particularly in the use of 
Johansson’s body and the gaze we adopt towards it. In the seduction of her victims the 
alien uses stereotypical representations of female sexuality; the red lipstick, the fur coat, 
undressing slowly for the sexual pleasure of the male gaze. However we also know she is 
consuming these male victims and is not necessarily female. 

● The representations of men tend to be stereotypical but men are also objectified and 
represented as lonely in this film. We see the drunken, yobbish and arrogant young men, 
motivated by sexual desire but also by a need for company. It is they who are viewed 
naked before being killed. 

● There is a reversal of gender representations in the second half of the film as the alien 
becomes the prey for men. We see her hunted by the men on motorcycles, romantically 
wooed by a man she meets and disturbingly assaulted and killed by a violent sexual 
predator at the end of the film. It could be argued that the empowered woman is 
punished, confirming patriarchal power. 

Aesthetics (i.e. the look and feel of the film including visual style, influences, auteur, motifs) 

● The film has a minimalist and elliptical style that jumps between highly stylised fantasy 
and CCTV-like realism, creating a challenging yet innovative aesthetic. The film is shot 
using hidden cameras and improvised scenes using non-professional actors reminiscent 
of Ken Loach but also highly technical visual effects sequences reminiscent of Kubrick. It 
is an odd yet memorable collision of aesthetic styles. 

● There are clear motifs connected to spectatorship in the film. We constantly see 
characters watching others, eyes watching us or characters looking at themselves. This 
aesthetic motif is introduced graphically at the beginning of the film as we see eyes being 
manufactured for the alien. 

● The strange and disconcerting soundtrack creates a coherent and memorable aesthetic 
experience in the film. Mica Levy who scored it wanted to replicate the experience of the 
central alien character throughout the film in music. Much of the sound effects and music 
was recorded naturally and then altered in tone and pitch to create an alien/otherworldly 
effect. The intention in the score was to be ‘physical and alarming’. 
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6: Contextual study 

AS study: 
Films are shaped by the contexts in which they are produced. They can therefore be 
understood in more depth by placing them within two important contextual frames. The 
first involves considering the broader contexts of a film at the time when it was produced 
– its social, cultural and political contexts, either current or historical. The second 
involves a consideration of a film’s institutional context, including the important 
contextual factors affecting production such as finance and available technology. 
Learners study the following:    
• social factors surrounding a film’s production such as debates about ethnicity or 

gender  
• cultural factors surrounding a film’s production such as a significant film or artistic 

movement   
• political factors surrounding a film’s production such as the imposition of restrictions 

on freedom of expression or a major movement for political change   
• relevant institutional aspects of a film’s production   
• key features of the production process including financial and technological 

opportunities and constraints.   

 
 

1. Read/watch and take notes on the following resources in order to answer the 
question: 
 
What were the most important influences upon the making of Under the Skin? 

 
The making of Under the Skin: 
 
http://www.dazeddigital.com/artsandculture/article/19225/1/behind-the-scenes-of-
under-the-skin 
 
http://asylumsfx.com/work/under-the-skin 
 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/film/10675179/Under-The-Skin-the-making-of-
Scarlett-Johanssons-alienating-new-film.html 
 
http://static1.squarespace.com/static/4ff6691be4b0caef779fb186/t/5335cbb4e4b0d90
6f5019aea/1396034484635/UNDER+THE+SKIN+Production+Notes+FINAL.pdf 

 
Mica Levy on Sound Design: 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SwcmjodI1J8 
 
Interview with Glazer: 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hZUvIfXKVVc 
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Interview with Johansson: 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=daz32KlPD0s 

 
 
 

2. Read/Watch and take notes on the following resources in order to answer the 
question: 
 
What were the most important influences upon the making of Sightseers? 

 
 
 

http://www.bfi.org.uk/news/sightseers-ben-wheatley-alice-lowe-steve-oram 
 
http://cinemawithoutborders.com/conversations/3414-ben-wheatley-sightseers.html 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8jRXNN6KZ5w 
 
http://metro.co.uk/2012/11/30/ben-wheatley-sightseers-comes-from-the-prospect-of-
the-banks-collapsing-3078330/ 
 
http://www.denofgeek.com/movies/23626/ben-wheatley-interview-sightseers-
freakshift-a-field-in-england 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KmmzI4BfM9c 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HgHvv2RyTxU 

 
3. Complete a presentation about the main influences on the making of each film. 

Divide your key points into the following contextual categories: 
 

• SOCIAL 
• HISTORICAL 
• POLTICAL 
• TECHNOLOGICAL 
• INSTITUTIONAL 
 
Try to find other resources that will allow you to add to any areas needing further 

information. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

http://www.dazeddigital.com/artsandculture/article/19225/1/behind-the-scenes-of-under-the-skin
http://www.dazeddigital.com/artsandculture/article/19225/1/behind-the-scenes-of-under-the-skin
http://asylumsfx.com/work/under-the-skin
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/film/10675179/Under-The-Skin-the-making-of-Scarlett-Johanssons-alienating-new-film.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/film/10675179/Under-The-Skin-the-making-of-Scarlett-Johanssons-alienating-new-film.html
http://static1.squarespace.com/static/4ff6691be4b0caef779fb186/t/5335cbb4e4b0d906f5019aea/1396034484635/UNDER+THE+SKIN+Production+Notes+FINAL.pdf
http://static1.squarespace.com/static/4ff6691be4b0caef779fb186/t/5335cbb4e4b0d906f5019aea/1396034484635/UNDER+THE+SKIN+Production+Notes+FINAL.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SwcmjodI1J8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hZUvIfXKVVc
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Teachers’ notes: Context and Sightseers 

Social 

 The film was heavily influenced by Steve Oram’s (Chris) and Alice Lowe’s (Tina) memories 
of English family holidays and, particularly, the social practice of camping. Oram and Lowe 
were interested in the comic juxtapositions that camping enforced upon class and gender 
etiquette as well as its challenges to a sense of Englishness. “There is something hilarious 
about the little prejudices and jealousies caused by camping for English families” said 
Lowe. 

Historical 

● In a time when English family holidays are more typical of the foreign, package variety, 
Sightseers is something of a throwback to the 1970s and 1980s which is reflected in the 
mise-en-scène and use of music at times. The film has several intertextual links to the 
culture of England in the 1970s and 80s and was inspired by films like the Carry On 
franchise, Withnail and I and Nuts in May. The director, Wheatley, is influenced by 1970s 
British cinema in many of his other films. 

Political 

● Although the film is not overtly political it can be explored, usefully, with reference to 
gender and identity politics. The film is about a couple exploring their own identity and 
each other as potential partners. Both are damaged and dangerously repressed loners. It 
seems that Tina has come from a dysfunctional family and Chris seems to have 
embarked on his murderous spree after becoming redundant. Whilst these psychotic 
characters seem to find some solace in each other the question for the audience is 
whether we can sympathise with them too. Tina can be interestingly explored as a female 
protagonist too, the power she develops and displays is problematic, to say the least. 

Technological 

● The use of digital cameras, minimal artificial lighting, few lenses and portable, lightweight 
equipment was partly because of the limited budget but also because of the desire to 
create the film ‘on the move’. The lack of equipment enabled a spontaneity and 
immediacy in the shooting of the film that complements its subject matter. It makes the 
film fresher and perhaps more unpredictable than it might otherwise have been. 

Institutional 

● The pitch for the film was turned down many times for being ‘too dark’ and 
unconventional. Lowe and Oram, both successful on the British TV Comedy circuit, filmed 
a Sightseers TV pitch and put it online. Lowe had appeared in Hot Fuzz and sent the link 
to Edgar Wright. He liked it and put them in contact with Big Talk films after agreeing to be 
its executive producer. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=daz32KlPD0s
http://www.bfi.org.uk/news/sightseers-ben-wheatley-alice-lowe-steve-oram
http://cinemawithoutborders.com/conversations/3414-ben-wheatley-sightseers.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8jRXNN6KZ5w
http://metro.co.uk/2012/11/30/ben-wheatley-sightseers-comes-from-the-prospect-of-the-banks-collapsing-3078330/
http://metro.co.uk/2012/11/30/ben-wheatley-sightseers-comes-from-the-prospect-of-the-banks-collapsing-3078330/
http://www.denofgeek.com/movies/23626/ben-wheatley-interview-sightseers-freakshift-a-field-in-england
http://www.denofgeek.com/movies/23626/ben-wheatley-interview-sightseers-freakshift-a-field-in-england
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KmmzI4BfM9c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HgHvv2RyTxU
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Teachers’ notes: Contexts and Under The Skin 

Social 

 The debates around gender and ethnicity are interesting to explore in this film. Current 
debates about feminism and queer identity show the complex social context that is 
reflected in this film. There are also interesting issues that this film raises about the 
representations of Britishness. Johansson’s character seems very English and we see 
many stereotypically negative representations of Scottishness in the film, apparently 
reflecting hegemonic power relationships in the British Isles. We also see different and 
counter-typical representations of Scotland in the film. 

Historical 

● In some ways, this film’s aesthetic and ideological concerns are a throwback to the 
1960s/70s in its use of stylistic visual influences from Roeg and Kubrick or the realism of 
Loach. It also shares that decade’s concerns with alienation and identity. Exploring the 
relevancy of these concerns in the postmodern world of social media and identity politics 
could be a useful critical approach. 

Political 

● Gender politics and sexual identity issues are at the heart of this film. Feminist debates 
about the representation of Johansson’s character have centred around the idea of 
female objectification and power. She is represented and objectified differently in the first 
half of the film to the second half. Some feminist readings have seen the film as an 
exploration of what it is to become a woman in the post-feminist world whilst others have 
seen the film as a confirmation of Creed’s ‘Monstrous Feminine’ arguments. There are 
also interesting ways in which to apply queer theory/debate to the notions of identity that 
this film raises. 

Technological 

● The use of digital effects is important in many sequences in the film, particularly in the 
opening sequence and the murder scenes but it is the use of the low-tech hidden dash 
cams that give the film powerful sense of realism and immediacy. The van was fitted with 
several very small cameras and Johansson was able to drive in real locations surrounded 
by members of the public, interacting with them using improvisation. 

Institutional 

● Jointly financed by Film4, the BFI, Screen Scotland and Silver Reel, the film is clearly 
influenced by its producers’ remits to create distinctive and alternative films that challenge 
mainstream aesthetics and offer opportunities to new forms of UK film. In its subject 
matter, narrative construction and aesthetic style, the film is innovative and distinctive. 

 
 
 


