Notes on Style in the Opening Sequence of Argo
Rick Instrell

The contextualising prologue is linked to the intertitles (‘Based on a true story’ and ‘U.S. Embassy, Iran – November 4, 1979’) by a dissolve. This transition connotes the link between the past and the present of the film.

There are two aspect ratios/film types are used in the opening sequence: 
1. widescreen (2.4:1) high definition digital film for objective shots and interior shots in the embassy

2. standard (1.67:1, captured on a mixture of super 8mm, super16mm, and 35mm grainy film stock) for the exterior footage shot in the crowd which we assume is shot by someone in the crowd; it is marked by black strips on the left and right of the screen.

The openness of the widescreen shots contrasts with the ‘closed-off’ look of the Iranian footage and could be interpreted as expressing the open and closed nature of US and Iran society. 

The crisp image of the interior of the embassy contrasts with the grainy image of the protestors outside. This establishes a pattern which used by director of photography Rodrigo Prieto throughout the film i.e. immediately establishing a ‘look’ for the different settings (US embassy, Tehran streets, Washington, Hollywood, Istanbul) to enable the audience to instantly understand where they are.
The film conforms to classic Hollywood style by using objective POV to tell the audience what is happening with subjective POV being used for showing what a character sees and for conversations. The camera operator’s footage shows what he/she sees and shakes to express the movement and chaos of the crowd. There are sudden zooms in to capture the shot of another cameraman in a tree and to show fists pumping the air to the rhythm of the chants. The dynamism of this camerawork contrasts with the calmer camerawork in the embassy. There is one expressionist shot in the sequence – a dizzying widescreen whip pan and tilt which reflects the increasing frenzy of the crowd and ends with a shot of an effigy of Uncle Sam about to be burnt.
The editing is a mixture of montages of crowd shots and widescreen shots. The shots are linked by cuts which indicate that the events are happening in real-time. The intertitles, exterior and interior shots are linked by the sound of the crowd which is muffled for interior shots in the embassy. The widescreen shots are edited using standard continuity editing techniques e.g. match on action as man climbs the gate and jumps over; eyeline match cuts from observer to what they see e.g. from embassy staff to the protest outside; from the helicopter pilot to his view of the crowd below; shot-reverse shot in the office. Key characters are centred in the frame.
Close-ups and extreme close-ups are used to signal moments of high intensity: the first concerned look of a secretary looking out the window; an ECU of Bob Anders eyes as he looks out and considers possible actions; CU of a protester’s frenzied slashing of an effigy of the Shah.

It is interesting that there are two looks directly at the camera (breaking the ‘rules’ of continuity editing) – both of older Iranian women wearing black hijab. In the first there is a CU of a woman with a photograph of a dead relative in the background. It cuts to a big close up as she turns her head and we see the suffering etched in her face. In the second a woman looks round accusingly as the crowd enters the embassy gates.

Redundancy – repetition of plot information – is also used. The repetition of images of protest, images of Khomeini, the Shah, US flag, and Uncle Sam are echoed in words on posters as well as in the chant Down with America. In the embassy we see the US flag and a picture of President Carter – senior official Bob Anders even has a red, white and blue tie. There are several shots of different people looking out of embassy windows as well as of different embassy staff on the phone.
Editing rhythm is important in reflecting the action. Let’s divide the sequence into 3 sections: 

1. initial protest scenes

2. scenes in the embassy

3. the protestors breaking in intercut with shots inside embassy.

The editing reflects the setting and the state of action. The average shot length of section 1 is 2.9s; the section 2 ASL is 3.3s, this longer ASL reflecting relative calm inside the embassy; the section 3 ASL is 1.9s, this fast cutting rate reflecting the rising frenzy of the crowd and concern in the embassy.

No music is used in this sequence which emphasises the ‘reality’ of the situation.

We are introduced to the six characters who will require ‘exfiltration’ in the sequence and there is foreshadowing of what we will later find out. For example, Bob Anders is dressed in a suit and elegant red white and blue tie which connotes that he is of higher rank than the rest. We see Henry Lee Schatz – later described as a ‘bit of an oddball’ – long-haired with droopy moustache and wearing a shirt with the collar undone. He is wearing a loosened 1970s brown, black and white check kipper tie. His oddball character is reflected in his dress sense and in his action of deciding to clear his office before being ordered to do so. The first exchange between Anders and Lijek is quite jocular given the situation and this foreshadows the fact that one of the pleasure of the film lies in its one-liners. Thus the filmmakers have taken great care to ensure that the audience understands leading characters, their situation and the serious/jocular tone of the film. 
The opening sequence lasts only around two and a half minutes but it achieves the aim of a mainstream film in economically setting up the conflicts and situation that will drive the rest of the narrative. In doing so it largely conforms to classic Hollywood style: centring, shot-reverse shot, eyeline match, match on action, common sounds linking adjacent shots, redundancy, foreshadowing.
However there are 3 shots that indicate that director Ben Affleck might have had quite a different film in mind: the 2 shots of Iranian women looking accusingly at the camera (and at us, the audience) and the dizzying whip pan and tilt that seems to have come from an indie movie such as Easy Rider. However these are perhaps just remnants of ideas ultimately lost in producing what is a standard example of mainstream Hollywood product where the style is subservient to delivering the story to the audience. 
The style and plot seem to set up these major oppositions in the film:
	USA
	Iran

	Us
	Them

	Rational
	Irrational

	Calm
	Frenzied

	Individual
	Mob

	Modern
	Antiquated

	Droll
	Grim

	Open
	Closed

	Cooperative
	Difficult


It could be argued that, despite the liberalism of actor/director Ben Affleck and producer George Clooney, the film ultimately conforms to the dominant conception of Iran in the West and thus might indirectly influence public opinion should US/Western powers go to war with Iran.
Notes on Narrative Codes in the Opening Sequence of Argo
Action codes

The action codes are of two main types: 

1. narrational actions i.e. opening intertitles; shifting perspectives: observing from within the action (subjective POV) and observing from outside the action (objective POV)
2. plot actions: various types: protesting, grieving, watching, showing concern, breaking in, decisive action, looking directly, joking.
The repetition of actions emphasises the anger of the Iranians and the concern of the embassy officials at the outcome.
The watching of the cameraman and the helicopter pilot and are the first appearances of a surveillance motif that will later feature in the non-US settings.

The jocular ironic dialogue between the officials foreshadows the fact that one of the pleasures of film comes from its wisecracks and putdowns. It also provides welcome relief from the seriousness of situation and subject matter.

Enigmatic codes

The enigmatic codes work in two ways:

1. general questions implicitly posed by the viewer and explicitly answered by the film (Q. what kind of film is this? A. Intertitle: ‘Based on a true story’)

2. text-specific questions cued by the plot and answered in the plot.

Some of the questions are answered quickly: e.g. Q. Why are Iranians protesting? A. Wall of photographs of victims of the Shah’s regime (note that it has already been explained in the prologue – redundancy again).
The answer to other questions is delayed until the climax (e.g. Q. Will the embassy officials escape Iran?) and this is designed to maintain audience interest across the whole film.

Semic code
The connotations of anger/threat come from a number of sources: actions, facial expressions, gestures, the sound of the ‘Down with America!’ chant. The resulting concern is expressed through actions, expressions, gestures and dialogue. All of these connotations are repeated – redundancy again. The use of the photographs of victims and the solemn women gives a sense of justified anger. 
Referential code
The sequence is filled with references to the history and politics of the time: USA: stars and stripes, President Carter, Uncle Sam, Statue of Liberty, Pentagon, Vietnam; Iran: Shah, victims of the regime, Ayatollah Khomeini, Tehran skyline, Persian script, replication of famous newspaper photographs. The clothing of people with the embassy is Western whereas the clothing of the Iranians is a mixture of Western and traditional female dress. The technology/clothes/hairstyles of the embassy staff reflects the 1970s setting.
Symbolic code
The major symbolic code is Iran v USA and this is clearly established by the redundancy in the use of action, semic and referential codes mentioned above. The viewpoint we are given of an angry mob charging towards us the audience as well as the familiarity of the English language and customs helps to make us identify with the embassy staff as an ‘us’ against a ‘them’ with an alien language and culture. This fits in with the dominant ideology of Western political discourse.
There are however vestiges of another discourse in the film. The prologue tells of how British and American governments overthrew a secular democrat and installed the Shah in order to protect oil interests. The Shah was ultimately responsible for the deaths of innocent Iranians. We see shots of the sad woman in front of victims’ photographs. She casts an accusatory direct look to camera immediately followed by a shot where we the audience are positioned in the crowd protesting towards the embassy. These at least suggest that in the symbolic code Iran v USA it is possible to have a valid viewpoint of ‘us’ (Iran) v ‘them’ (USA). This may be a reflection of the liberal sympathies of actor/director Ben Affleck and producer George Clooney.
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