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ADVANCED PORTFOLIO – PRACTITIONER STUDY
DIRECTOR: RIDLEY SCOTT

FACTFILE:
GCE A2 LEVEL
MOVING IMAGE ARTS

Overview
Ridley Scott is a British film 
director and producer known 
for his work in the Science 
Fiction genre and large-scale 
effects-driven films which 
have received both box 
office success and critical 
acclaim. He began his career 
as a designer working for the 
BBC before transitioning into work as a director of TV 
commercials. His eye for cinematic compositions, 
insistence on thorough storyboarding and flair for 
detailed production design work served him well as 
a commercials director and these qualities were very 
evident in his debut feature The Duellists (1977), a 
critically-acclaimed and visually stunning period 
drama about feuding officers. It was, however, his 
second feature, Alien (1979), which established him 
as an A-list director. A mix of science fiction and 
horror anchored in a gritty and now much-imitated 
“used future”, it was a massive commercial and 
critical success. 

His next feature, Blade Runner (1982), consolidated 
his reputation as one of cinema’s foremost visual 
stylists. A grim neo-noir set in a futuristic Los 
Angeles, it combined the chiaroscuro look of classic 
noir cinema with the gritty “used future” aesthetic 
of Alien. Though a box office failure upon its initial 
release, Blade Runner has proved to be both his 
most enduring film and his most influential. 

Other notable films include the feminist crime 
drama Thelma and Louise (1991), Gladiator (2000) 
and the war movie Black Hawk Down (2001). More 
recently he has returned to Science Fiction with 

Prometheus (2012) and The Martian (2015). He is 
known to storyboard his films extensively.

Some techniques for study and 
exploration:
•  Use of multi-plane compositions with long lenses, 

which show the foreground, middle ground and 
background of a shot simultaneously, such as 
mist or falling rain in the foreground in Blade 
Runner, with actors and action in the middle 
ground and environmental details such as city 
lights in the background

•  Use of fast shutter speeds during the shooting of 
action scenes as can be seen in Gladiator, Black 
Hawk Down and Kingdom of Heaven (2005)

•  Use of low resolution video technology, such as the 
first glimpses of the alien craft shown through a 
video camera on a character’s space suit in Alien, 
the close-ups of video screens showing extreme 
close-ups of a human eye in Blade Runner and a 
portable Go-Pro camera in The Martian presenting 
video logs and mission records

•  Use of highly stylised lighting such as diffuse 
lighting and back lighting

•  Expressive use of urban locations, such as the 
industrial cityscapes in Blade Runner, Black Rain 
(1989) and Kingdom of Heaven 

•  Expressive use of mise-en-scene including 
elements like water, fog, steam, smoke and fans, or 
fan-like objects such as in Alien and Blade Runner
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Some recommended texts:*
Alien (1979)

Blade Runner (1982)

Thelma and Louise (1991)
(Academy Award nomination, Best Director)

Gladiator (2000)
(Academy Award nomination, Best Director)

Black Hawk Down (2001)
(Academy Award nomination, Best Director)

The Martian (2015)

*Please note that the filmography of some practitioners 
featuring in the A2 MIA fact file series may include 18 certificate 
films. These films, if significant, may be mentioned in the 
overview to provide career background but will not be listed 
as recommended for study by CCEA. It is the responsibility of 
the teacher to ensure that students only view films with age 
appropriate content and certification. 

Many films have had their certification reviewed in recent 
years. For more details go to www.bbfc.co.uk and use the film 
certification search function.certification search function.
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