Film & Literature

The Formal Context - The Semiotics of Film

Saving Private Ryan “The Omaha Beach Scene”

“The study of communication, be it verbal or nonverbal, visual or aural, is called semiotics.”

“Semiotics defines a sign as the smallest meaningful unit of communication.”

· Bill Nichols

Answer the following questions about Saving Private Ryan to get a better idea of the semiotics involved in the story telling process.

1.  Identify one specific sign from the scene and discuss how it made an impact on you as a viewer.   How did the film communicate to you via a shot or sign within the shot?  Consider the important fact that you play a major role in interpreting these signs.  You need to consider the signifier or what is materially presented to the viewer in order to explain the signified or, the meaning of a given image.  Please remember that “a film signifier will not mean the same to every viewer.”(Nichols 33)
2. What role did your prior knowledge play in your interpretation of this shot?
3. After reading pages 38-52 of Engaging Cinema (course handout), you should have a better understanding of the various types of shots used by film makers to develop the story.  Beyond the master shot or the establishing shot, explain how other shots are used by Spielberg to provide dramatic tension or variation in the scene.

