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American Beauty  
Mise-en-scene
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American Dreams

• The American Dream is a national ethos of 
the United States, the set of ideals 
(Democracy, Rights, Liberty, Opportunity, 
and Equality) in which freedom includes the 
opportunity for prosperity and success, and 
an upward social mobility for the family 
and children, achieved through hard work 
in a society with few barriers. 
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American Beauty  
Lighting & Cinematography



⇨ There is limited use of close ups; Mendes thinks there are 
too many in modern films: "I think close ups are wildly over-
used, especially in films (as opposed to TV)." 

⇨ Mendes seldom used Steadicam and hand-held cameras 
(apart from Ricky's videotaping) because he dislikes the 
jerkiness of them.   

⇨ A hand-held camera is used for fight scene, to give it a kind 
of kinetic, off-beat energy, and of course for Ricky's films. 

⇨ Most of the SFX were done in camera; CGI was used only 
for the fantasy scenes.



Mendes’ style in this film – 10 typical aspects!

1. Symmetrical compositions, classically balanced within the 
frame   !

2. Scenes begin with a detail and then cut back to show the 
full scene.!

3. Sequences start with a character who connects with 
another who then connects with another etc.!

4. Abrupt changes of tone and mood.!

5. Changes of rhythm or pace, e.g. from movement to 
stillness



1. Shots of empty rooms, or rooms left empty !

2. TWO shots and OVER SHOULDER shots!

3. POV shots – we are nearly always looking at things from some 
character or other's perspective.!

4. The 'world is out of joint' shots e.g. canted* shot. !

5. Shadows on faces; characters moving in and out of shadows!

*Canted shot = The horizon in the shot is tilted - impression that 
everything is off balance; can effectively express psychological 
imbalance, pain or danger.



Understandings about Mendes’ style of cinematography in this film:!

□  POV shots = characters shown from diverse emotional 
perspectives. Relationships are very significant in this film.!

 !

□  Empty rooms = appearance/ perfection idea (couch/ 
Carolyn); also theme of ‘empty lives’ – emotional poverty. 
Motif. !

!

□ Sudden changes in tone/ mood/action  show emotional 
tension/ keeps audience engaged/ plus theme of what is 
beneath the ‘perfect’ surface bursts out – moments of 
truth?



Camera Angles



clips

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=GQFszMu0Q_s 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GQFszMu0Q_s










Lighting
 Lighting is one of the major elements in a film and is responsible 
for both the quality of the images and for much of the film's dramatic 
effect.   

The dominant style of lighting for a scene is described as "high key" 
and "low key."   

High-key lighting = brightly lit, creates a sense of sunniness, joy, 
and security; comedy  

Low-key lighting = greyer and darker, a good deal of shadow; 
mystery, horror  

*‘Film noir’ is a classic style where lighting effects are used to create 
a powerful mood: canted camera angles, dense shadows, a 
romantic, doom-laden atmosphere, always in shimmering, high-
contrast black and white. 





















American Beauty  
SOUND Analysis



• The pacing and balance of a film score is a very important facet of the art of 
film-scoring. No cue we write exists in a vacuum. It is always affected by what 
came before and what comes after, whether that is silence or source music or 
another cue. 

!

• Every genre and every film will have its own approach, but some of the 
questions I often have are: 

!

• How much music? 

• How often to repeat a theme? 

• How much new material can we have? 

• What is the impact of the source music on the score? 

• What is the impact of silence? 

• How long can the cues be?







• The film was nominated for the Academy Award for Original Music 
Score (lost to the score of The Red Violin) and the Golden Globe 
Award for Best Original Score (lost to the score of The Legend of 
1900), and won the Anthony Asquith Award for Film Music in the 
BAFTA Awards. 

• The score album won the Grammy Award for the Best Score 
Soundtrack Album for a Motion Picture, Television or other Visual 
Media in 2001 which was awarded to producer Bill Bernstein, engineer 
Dennis Sands, and Newman. 

• A soundtrack album for the film was also released on October 5, 1999, 
entitled American Beauty: Music from the Original Motion Picture 
Soundtrack. That album includes songs by various artists and two 
excerpts from the film's score: "Dead Already" and "Any Other Name." 

• The tracks 'Any Other Name', 'Dead Already' and 'American Beauty' 
are widely used in film trailers, and are among the most recognized 
pieces of film music.



Film Score by THOMAS NEWMAN

!

• It's a score that seemingly has no centrality to it; like a continuous 
series of notes that all function together cohesively without 
actually forming the whole of a melody. Of course that isn't literally 
true. There is melody here. It just never draws attention to itself.  

• Music really doesn't get more minimalist than this. The main line 
is, I think, exactly four notes, followed by exactly seven notes, 
with each note created by one single key on the piano, played 
individually, spaced just far enough apart so that each note is 
almost like its own life. Its own plastic bag, dancing in the wind. 
For both a film, and a scene, about the hidden beauty of 
simplicity, a more perfect score is unfathomable. 




