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Film theorist John Epstein has many theories about film, but one theory that he seems to 

find the most interest in is the theory of photogenie. As described by Epstein, the theory of 

photogenie was created within the context of French film theory and criticism of the interwar 

period, which aimed to raise cinema to the status of an artform. During Epstein’s time, cinema 

was not as a spectacle or as respected as broadway plays or classical concerts. Photogenie also 

incorporates many filmmaking techniques such as close-ups and slow-motion in order to enhance 

an emotion out of a scene that highlights the simplicity of everyday life in a grand and epic scale. 

One film in particular that features the theory of photogenie to great effect, particularly with its 

use of close-ups and silence to enhance emotion out of simplicity, is the 2018 Alfonso Cuaron 

directed film Roma, which tells the story of  an indigenous woman who works as a maid for a 

middle-class white family during political turmoil in 1970s Mexico City. In the film Roma, not 

only is photogenie used in a technical effect, but it’s also used in a way to provoke a certain 

emotion with it’s themes on life and death, letting close-ups be the main factor in helping us feel 

those emotions. 

One of the ways that John Epstein described photogenie was that it is fixating on 

“anticipation and a process of becoming” (Keller, 68). Photogenie strives on the idea of waiting, 

or patience. The way Roma uses photogenie is through its use of having the camera stay on one 

thing for a long period of time, making it feel like we are watching something in real time. As 

soon as the film starts, in fact, is when photogenie makes its first appearance. The very first shot 



of Roma, the way we are introduced to the world that we are about to be apart of, opens with a 

close-up of a tiled floor. As the opening credits of the film appear on screen, a small wave of 

water glides across the frame against the floor. First, it starts out with a small splash, then 

escalates to bigger waves. The water creates a reflection against the floor tile, reflecting the sky 

on the ground. As the waves of the water travel across the screen back and forth, the sky blurs 

then becomes clear. Suddenly, a plane slowly travels across the small square reflection of the 

sky. The sound of the plane engine is vaguely heard under the louder wave crashes. The opening 

scene runs for a total of four minutes and ten seconds. In those four minutes, the camera does not 

move and solely centers on the ground as we briefly watch an airplane fly across a reflection for 

a couple of seconds. As a viewer, we can’t seem to to look away at the screen even though 

nothing crucial or important is going on, this could be due to how mesmerized we are by just 

simply watching something and having to think about anything else for a while. Photogenie does 

not stop there, as the scene continues in an uninterrupted shot of Cleo, played by Yalitza 

Aparicio, who is a maid washing away dog waste using a bucket of water. We watch from a far 

as she puts away a hose, then follow her as she walks into a bathroom. The camera stays still, 

focused on the bathroom door as we wait for her to come back out. Scenes like these use 

photogenie to create a sense of intrigue to the character we’re about to spend the next two hours 

with. 

One of the main points that photogenie introduces, is how beauty is seen, not explained to 

us. As said by Epstein, “Even more beautiful than a laugh is the face preparing for it. I love the 

mouth which is about to speak and holds back” (Keller, 68). For two scenes in particular, we 

watch as Cleo, the protagonist of the film, stares close into the camera, not having any big 



monologues or speeches, but just having a moment of silence. The first close-up that we get of 

Cleo is in the hospital scene where she finds out that she is pregnant. The camera stays on her 

face as most of the dialogue heard is from off screen as a doctor asks Cleo questions about when 

was the last time she had a period. Throughout the shot, Cleo nods as she responds to the 

questions, only uttering the words “three months.” Without her saying a word, Cleo expresses 

uncertainty and almost being embarrassed over discussing her sex life, wanting to say no to the 

question “are you sexually active?” Behind her are two posters that feature an impregnated 

stomach, each hovering over her shoulder against a white wall. The second close-up of Cleo 

almost resembles the first, except this time it takes place after the death of her baby girl, which 

died at birth. The camera stays on her face as she looks down her window, completely silent. We 

hear a car honk in the distance and the family dog barking, but nothing else. This goes on for a 

couple of minutes. Her facial expressions yet seem to be the same as the first close-up, again 

having a face of uncertainty. This time, however, the wall behind her is empty and darker, 

juxtaposing the first close-up that centered on bringing life into the world, now it’s centered on 

life after death. These two close-ups of Cleo use photogenie to make the audience feel for the 

characters just with her look and expressions, telling the story without having a single word be 

uttered.  

As explained earlier, photogenie uses the close-up to provoke an emotion and even tell a 

story within the close-ups, but while close-ups are more commonly used by filmmakers to 

feature a face, they are also used to feature an object or form. Epstein explains how having a 

prop in a film can serve an important function to the story. For example, a revolver can be 

featured in a film, but it can be written to crucial to the story. As he explains, a revolver is 



“no-longer a revolver, it is the revolver-character, in other words the impulse toward or remorse 

for crime, failure, suicide. It is as dark as the temptations of the night, bright as the gleam of gold 

lusted after, taciturn as passion, squat, brutal, heavy, cold, wary, menacing. It has a temperament, 

habits, memories, a will, a soul” (Epstein, 68). For the case of Roma, the images of water are 

seen as much more than scenes of just water, but as a form of symbolization, making water a 

character itself in the story. As mentioned, the opening scene features water being splashed 

against the ground, introducing us to this story. It’s fitting that the thing that introduces us to this 

world is water itself. The film also features a close-up of a window as raindrops glide down the 

glass. It feels almost as if the water watches everything that goes on, almost like it’s 

eavesdropping. Another scene that features rain in a close-up is the scene where the children play 

in their patio as rain and hail fall on top of them. The shot that uses photogenie, however, is the 

one where Cleo watches the children out the window. Raindrops glide down the glass, joining 

Cleo in watching the children play. The one scene that uses water as an important function in the 

story, is the now famous beach scene. The scene opens with a long shot of the ocean crashing its 

waves against the shore as we vaguely hear the children laugh off camera. Throughout the film, 

Cleo hides her thoughts and frustrations, but once she goes into the ocean to save the drowning 

children, not knowing how to swim, she liberates herself from all her fears. While the shot is 

loud and watches Cleo brace the waves from a far, it feels almost silent as we don’t hear the 

children scream, we hold our breath along with the drowning characters. Once Cleo saves the 

children and pulls them onto shore, we watch as she finally breaks her silence and cries in front 

of the family she serves, no longer holding back her emotions. Water is not just an element that 

is featured in the film, but it serves as a purpose that drives the narrative to a deeper level. 



While close-ups on objects give them a form of character using photogenie, it also serves 

a purpose in expanding more to the story. Epstein found the way a close-up on a revolver could 

create an impulse toward a crime, failure, or suicide, Roma does the same, using close-ups on 

objects that could symbolize death. In the hospital scene, after finding out about her pregnancy, 

Cleo goes to the room where the newborns are and watches as the nurses look after the babies. 

Suddenly, an earthquake interrupts her. A tile from the ceiling falls down, crashing on top of a 

transparent box with a newborn connected to tubes inside of it. The camera focuses on it, as the 

rubble of the tile lies on top of the baby in silence. The shot then cuts to a cross by the side of a 

road, foreshadowing the death of Cleo’s newborn baby. In another scene, Cleo and another maid 

talk about Cleo’s pregnancy and want to celebrate. The maid pours Cleo a drink and wishes for 

her baby to be born healthy. Upon saying that, a dancing woman behind Cleo bumps into her, 

making her spill her drink. The jug she was drinking out of shatters onto the ground, making the 

drink spill and leak into the cracks of the old floor. The camera stays on the shattered pieces of 

the jug as the liquid surrounds it, symbolizing how the baby dies inside of Cleo. Without having 

a large monologue or dialogue heavy scene to prepare us, the use of close-ups and silence on the 

objects gives the audience a feeling of uncertainty about what is to happen to Cleo’s newborn.  

Epstein viewed photogenie as a way to seeing beauty in things without having it be 

explained to us, to just let us, the audience, figure out the beauty for ourselves. The close-ups 

featured in Roma allow us to take it all in, not with big speeches or epic monologues, but with 

the use of silence, making us appreciate it a lot more. The audience feels for the characters 

because of the way that certain shots are shown to us. Without the use of photogenie in the film, 

certain scenes and shots would not have the same impact. That meaning the film would not be as 



emotional or breathtaking if it featured shorter shots and quick cutting that didn’t allow us to take 

anything in like we are supposed to. With photogenie, the film shows a deeper meaning to the 

appreciation of life, and how life moves on no matter how little we feel in the world. The film 

has a certain simplicity to it, ironically, making the film feel more epic and grand than what it 

actually is.  
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