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The use of black and white cinematography in classic films such as Freaks
(1932) and Night of the Living Dead (1968) is a deliberate artistic choice
that significantly enhances their visual storytelling. These films, though
separated by decades and genres, utilize the monochromatic palette to evoke
specific emotional responses, emphasize themes, and create a distinctive
atmosphere. The technique most often employed for artistic effect in both
movies is high contrast lighting, which includes the strategic use of
lighting and shadow to craft mood, texture, and focus. This approach not only
distinguishes their visual style but also amplifies the narrative's emotional
depth and thematic resonance.

The Significance of Black and White
Cinematography

Historical Context and Artistic Intent

In the early days of cinema, black and white was the standard due to
technological limitations. However, filmmakers of the era and later auteurs
intentionally harnessed this medium to serve artistic purposes. Both Freaks
and Night of the Living Dead use black and white to evoke timelessness,
enhance horror elements, and evoke a sense of universality or raw
authenticity.

- Freaks employs stark black and white to accentuate the grotesque and
empathetic portrayal of circus performers, reinforcing themes of difference
and humanity.

- Night of the Living Dead uses monochrome visuals to create a bleak,
oppressive atmosphere that heightens suspense and fear.



Visual Impact and Mood Creation

Black and white cinematography allows filmmakers to manipulate contrast,
texture, and light in ways that color film does not easily permit. This
manipulation is central to establishing mood, guiding viewers’ focus, and
emphasizing thematic elements such as chaos, morality, and societal
breakdown.

High Contrast Lighting: The Core Technique

Definition and Components of High Contrast Lighting

High contrast lighting involves a stark difference between light and dark
areas within the frame. This technique emphasizes shadows and highlights,
often resulting in a dramatic, sometimes chiaroscuro effect.

Key components include:

- Hard lighting: Bright, direct light sources that produce sharp shadows.
- Deep shadows: Areas of the frame that are completely dark, obscuring
details and creating mystery.

- Bright highlights: Intense illuminated sections that draw attention and
create visual tension.

Application in Freaks

In Freaks, high contrast lighting accentuates the physical features of the
performers, emphasizing their differences and evoking empathy or discomfort.
The use of shadows often hides parts of characters’ faces or bodies,
contributing to an unsettling atmosphere and underscoring themes of societal
marginalization.

- Character emphasis: Lighting highlights grotesque or unusual features to
challenge viewers’ perceptions.

- Mood: Shadows cast over the circus environment reinforce the film's themes
of the uncanny and the moral ambiguities of the characters.

Application in Night of the Living Dead

In Romero’s film, high contrast lighting plays a crucial role in creating
suspense and chaos. The stark contrasts make scenes more visceral and
intense, emphasizing the horror and desperation.



- Scene setting: Use of shadows to conceal threats and build suspense.

- Character focus: Brightly lit characters against dark backgrounds to guide
viewer attention.

- Atmosphere: Shadows and lighting contrast evoke a sense of dread and the
unknown, heightening fear.

Techniques to Achieve High Contrast Lighting

Lighting Equipment and Setups

- Hard lights and spotlights: Focused beams create sharp shadows.
- Reflectors and flags: Control the direction and quality of light.
- Low-key lighting: Minimize fill light to enhance shadows.

Camera and Composition

- Framing characters and scenes to maximize the impact of lighting.
- Using angles that enhance shadow play, such as low or high camera angles.

Additional Artistic Effects Achieved Through
Black and White

Texture and Detail Emphasis

Black and white cinematography emphasizes textures—such as the roughness of
the circus tents or the decaying environment in Night of the Living
Dead-which adds a tactile sense to the visuals. This focus on texture
enhances realism and immersion.

Symbolism and Thematic Depth

The monochrome palette strips away distractions, encouraging viewers to focus
on symbolic elements like shadows representing evil, moral ambiguity, or
societal decay.



Time and Universality

Black and white can give films a timeless quality, making themes feel
universal and less anchored to a specific era, which is particularly
effective for horror and social commentary.

Other Complementary Techniques in Black and
White Films

Use of Composition and Framing

Both Freaks and Night of the Living Dead utilize composition to enhance
narrative. For example:

- Symmetrical framing to create unsettling or balanced visuals.
- Off-center compositions to evoke tension.

Lighting Contrast and Shadows for Character
Development

Shadows are often used to reveal or conceal aspects of characters, adding
layers of complexity and moral ambiguity.

Contrast in Set and Costume Design

Costumes and sets are designed to maximize the visual contrast, emphasizing
characters’ traits and the environment's mood.

Impact on Audience Perception and Experience

Heightened Emotional Response

The stark visuals evoke strong emotional reactions—fear, empathy, unease-by
manipulating shadows and contrasts.



Immersive Atmosphere

The visual style draws viewers into a heightened reality that enhances
horror, suspense, or social critique.

Memorability and Artistic Legacy

The distinctive black and white high contrast look has cemented these films’
places in cinematic history, influencing countless filmmakers and artists.

Conclusion

In both Freaks and Night of the Living Dead, the technique of high contrast
lighting in black and white cinematography is central to their artistic
effectiveness. By skillfully manipulating light and shadow, these films
create atmospheres that evoke emotional depth, accentuate themes, and craft
memorable visual experiences. This technique remains a testament to how
monochrome visuals, combined with thoughtful lighting, can powerfully
influence storytelling, heighten suspense, and evoke profound artistic
effects.

Frequently Asked Questions

What filming technique is often used in Freaks and
Night of the Living Dead to create a surreal or
unsettling atmosphere?

Both films utilize chiaroscuro lighting and stark contrasts to enhance their
eerie and unsettling mood, emphasizing shadows and highlights for dramatic
effect.

How does black and white cinematography contribute
to the artistic effect in Freaks and Night of the
Living Dead?

Black and white cinematography emphasizes contrasts, textures, and shadows,
creating a timeless, haunting, and dramatic visual that heightens emotional
intensity and mood.



What role does camera angle and composition play in
these films for artistic effect?

Low-angle shots and unconventional compositions are used to evoke feelings of
unease, power dynamics, or isolation, enhancing the films' emotional impact.

Are there specific editing techniques used in Freaks
and Night of the Living Dead to create a sense of
tension or horror?

Yes, rapid cuts, jump cuts, and contrasting scenes are used to build tension,
disorient viewers, and heighten the horror or surreal atmosphere.

What is the significance of the use of shadows in
these films for artistic expression?

Shadows are employed to symbolize hidden fears, moral ambiguity, or to
conceal or reveal characters and details, adding depth and mystery.

How does the use of makeup and costume design
contribute to the artistic effect in these films?

Exaggerated makeup and costumes enhance character traits, evoke a sense of
grotesque or otherworldly qualities, and reinforce thematic elements.

In what way does the use of lighting in Night of the
Living Dead serve as an artistic tool?

Lighting is used to create stark contrasts and silhouettes, emphasizing the
horror and emphasizing the bleak, oppressive atmosphere.

What influence did German Expressionism have on the
visual style of these films?

German Expressionism's influence is seen in the use of dramatic shadows,
distorted sets, and exaggerated angles to evoke emotional and psychological
states.

How do these films utilize minimalistic sets and
props for artistic effect?

Minimalistic sets focus attention on characters and lighting, creating a
claustrophobic or haunting environment that enhances mood and narrative
tension.



What is the overarching artistic purpose of using
black and white and specific film techniques in
Freaks and Night of the Living Dead?

These techniques aim to evoke timelessness, emphasize thematic contrasts, and
heighten emotional and psychological impact, making the horror more visceral
and memorable.

Additional Resources
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In the realm of classic horror cinema, both Freaks (1932) directed by Tod
Browning and Night of the Living Dead (1968) directed by George A. Romero are
seminal works that have left indelible marks on the genre. One of the most
compelling aspects of these films is their use of specific cinematic
techniques to enhance storytelling, evoke emotional responses, and create
memorable atmospheres. A technique that is often employed in both movies,
especially in the context of their black-and-white aesthetic, is the
strategic use of lighting and shadow, coupled with visual composition. These
methods are instrumental in establishing mood, emphasizing themes, and
highlighting characters’ traits, thus serving as powerful tools for artistic
expression.

Understanding the Role of Lighting and Shadow
in Black and White Horror Films

Lighting and shadow are foundational elements in black-and-white cinema,
where color is absent, and visual storytelling relies heavily on contrast,
illumination, and darkness. Both Freaks and Night of the Living Dead leverage
this technique to craft a distinctive visual language that amplifies their
thematic concerns and emotional impact.

Lighting Techniques in Freaks

Freaks utilizes lighting to accentuate the grotesque and the uncanny, often
casting characters in stark light to highlight their physical abnormalities
while using shadows to evoke mystery or menace. For example:

- High-contrast lighting emphasizes the differences between “normal”
characters and the circus freaks, blurring the lines between humanity and



monstrosity.

- Spotlighting specific characters draws viewer attention to peculiar
features, reinforcing the film’s exploration of societal perceptions of
beauty and deformity.

- Shadow play is used to create an unsettling atmosphere, especially during
scenes of confrontation or moral ambiguity.

Pros:

- Enhances the grotesque aesthetics, making characters’ abnormalities more
striking.

- Reinforces thematic contrasts between different social groups.

- Creates eerie and suspenseful atmospheres.

Cons:

- Can sometimes overemphasize physical deformities, potentially leading to
exploitative interpretations.

- Might obscure visual clarity, making some scenes difficult to interpret.

Lighting Techniques in Night of the Living Dead

Romero’s Night of the Living Dead employs lighting to craft a bleak, tense
environment. Given its low-budget nature, the film makes ingenious use of
minimal lighting sources:

- Chiaroscuro effects—the stark contrast between light and dark-are
prominent, especially in scenes set at night or in enclosed spaces.

- Use of shadows to suggest unseen threats or to heighten suspense, such as
the ominous figures lurking in darkness.

- Practical lighting sources like flashlights, candles, and fires are used to
create a realistic yet unsettling atmosphere.

Pros:

- Builds suspense and tension through shadowy imagery.

- Creates a sense of claustrophobia and helplessness.

- Adds a timeless, gritty aesthetic that enhances the film’s realism.

Cons:

- Limited lighting can restrict visibility, potentially confusing viewers.

- May reinforce bleak or nihilistic themes, which could be unsettling to some
audiences.

Visual Composition and Framing as Artistic
Devices



Beyond lighting, the composition of shots plays a crucial role in conveying
meaning and emotion. Both films employ deliberate framing to guide audience
interpretation and evoke specific responses.

Composition in Freaks

Freaks uses tight framing and symmetrical compositions to emphasize the unity
of the circus family, creating a sense of intimacy and collective identity.
Conversely, scenes portraying outsiders or villains often feature
asymmetrical or isolated framing, highlighting their outsider status or
threat.

- Symmetry and balanced framing suggest harmony within the freaks’ community.
- Close-ups are used to capture detailed expressions, accentuating emotional
states and physical peculiarities.
- Juxtaposition of normal and abnormal characters within the frame emphasizes
themes of acceptance and otherness.

Features:

- Reinforces themes of community versus societal rejection.

- Creates a visceral connection with characters’ emotional states.

- Highlights physical features contributing to character development.

Composition in Night of the Living Dead

Romero’s film employs wide shots and off-center framing to instill unease,
frequently using the rule of thirds to position characters against
threatening backgrounds. The use of space and composition enhances the film’s
tense atmosphere:

- Wide shots establish the environment’s bleakness and vulnerability.

- 0ff-kilter angles suggest instability and chaos.

- Framing characters against windows or doorways emphasizes their confinement
and the threat outside.

Features:

- Builds suspense through spatial relationships.

- Reinforces themes of entrapment and helplessness.

- Creates a visually unsettling experience that heightens horror.

Pros:

- Guides viewer focus and emotional response effectively.
- Conveys thematic ideas visually without dialogue.

- Heightens suspense and mood.

Cons:
- Overly rigid compositions can seem stylized or artificial.



- Sometimes limits visual clarity or narrative flow.

Use of Perspective and Camera Angles for
Artistic Effect

Perspective and camera angles are critical in shaping audience perception and
emotional engagement. Both films strategically select angles to evoke awe,
fear, or empathy.

Perspective in Freaks

The film often employs low-angle shots to elevate the freaks’ stature, making
them appear powerful and dignified, challenging societal prejudices.
Conversely, high-angle shots are used on outsiders or villains to diminish
their power.

- Low-angle shots of freaks foster empathy and respect.

- High-angle shots of antagonists evoke their vulnerability or moral
weakness.

- Point-of-view shots from the perspective of the freaks foster
identification.

Features:

- Challenges stereotypes by empowering marginalized characters.
- Creates a sense of respect and camaraderie among freaks.

- Enhances emotional engagement.

Perspective in Night of the Living Dead

Romero’s film frequently employs Dutch angles and canted shots to evoke
disorientation, emphasizing the chaos of the zombie outbreak. The perspective
of the camera often aligns with the characters’ fears:

- Low-angle shots of zombies make them appear more menacing.
- Close-ups on characters’ faces capture fear and desperation.
- Over-the-shoulder shots during confrontations build tension.

Features:

- Creates a visceral sense of dread.

- Enhances immersion in the characters’ psychological states.
- Reinforces themes of chaos and societal breakdown.



Summary of Artistic Effects Achieved Through
Technical Choices

Both Freaks and Night of the Living Dead utilize the interplay of lighting,
composition, and perspective to craft their distinctive atmospheres,
emphasizing themes of otherness, fear, and societal critique.

Key Artistic Effects:

- Mood and Atmosphere: Shadows and lighting set the tone—eeriness, dread, or
empathy.

- Thematic Reinforcement: Visual framing and angles underline themes of
community, alienation, or chaos.

- Character Emphasis: Composition directs focus to characters’ physical
traits or emotional states.

- Audience Engagement: Perspective choices immerse viewers in the characters’
experiences and fears.

Conclusion

The use of lighting, shadow, composition, and perspective in Freaks and Night
of the Living Dead exemplifies how technical filmmaking techniques are
harnessed for artistic effect in black-and-white horror cinema. These methods
not only serve to create compelling visual storytelling but also deepen
thematic resonance and emotional impact. While each film employs these
techniques differently—Freaks with its intimate, grotesque visual style and
Night of the Living Dead with its gritty realism and suspense—their mastery
of these tools cements their status as masterpieces that continue to
influence horror filmmaking today. Understanding these techniques enriches
our appreciation of their artistry and highlights the importance of visual
storytelling in cinema’s most evocative genres.
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