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STORYBOARDING NOTES 

WHERE TO BEGIN? 

Thumbnails! Start by drawing small thumbnails sketches of your panels. 

Take your written treatment and use that as your guide, starting from the beginning and 

working through the story, visualizing what each shot and scene will potentially look like. 

Keep the drawings rough and loose. These are just notes to yourself, be ready to throw any one 

drawing away and try something else The idea is to work through your entire storyboard in 

quick thumbnail form, with a thumbnail of each panel you intend to draw in your storyboard. 

This is your first chance to begin working out staging, composition, shot selection, shot flow and 

continuity of your boards. It is easier to take your first crack at this in quick thumbnails, so you 

can try different ideas and see what does and doesn't work before devoting time and energy to 

the full storyboards. 

Remember: 

STORYBOARDING is STORY-RE-BOARDING. You will rework your ideas many times before you 

get it right. Thumbnails are a quick way to jump in and get the process started. 

Once you have a first pass of thumbnails you can enlarge those thumbs and use them as the 

basis of your first actual storyboard drawings 
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HOW MANY DRAWINGS DO I NEED? 

This is a common question. The answer is: 

One drawing for every idea. 

Every time a new idea needs to be presented, you need a new drawing. If a character is 

unhappy, then remembers something good, and then changes expression to a happy attitude, 

that’s three, maybe four drawings: 

Unhappy, thinking, realization, happy 

Another way to think of it: You need however many drawings are required to communicate 

your story points though just the drawings alone -- without any verbal or written explanation. 

 

STORYBOARDING YOUR FILM 

As you begin planning the shots in your storyboard: 

Keep in mind the audience comes in not knowing anything about your story. 

Film is a visual medium, especially in the case of animation – You have to tell them your story 

with pictures. 

That is why the storyboard is an ideal tool to plan and communicate your story. It's visual. It's 

pictures. Keep it visual: 

When someone is viewing your storyboard it should stand on its own – They should be able 

to understand the story completely without any verbal explanation from you 

 

At every point in the story, ask yourself: 

What do you feel the audience NEEDS to know? 

What do you WANT them to know? 

WHERE do you want them to LOOK? What do you want them to SEE? 

WHERE are these events happening? 

WHEN is this happening? 
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WHO is involved? 

WHAT are they doing? 

AND MOST IMPORTANTLY: 

How do they FEEL about it? 

The storyboard is a vital preproduction tool that becomes your story’s blueprint, determining 

the visual, structural and staging content of your film. 

PRESENT VISUALS TO THE AUDIENCE THAT ANSWER THESE QUESTIONS. USE THE 

STORYBOARD TO TEST THE EFFECTIVENESS OF THESE VISUALS IN ANSWERING THESE 

QUESTIONS AND IN TELLING THE STORY – THE STORYBOARD IS YOUR PLANNING TOOL AS 

YOU DECIDE WHAT IMAGES TO SHOW IN THE FINAL FILM. 

In other words: 

THIS IS WHERE YOU ARE TESTING OUT THE VISUALS YOU INTEND TO USE IN YOUR FILM! 
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SHOT CHOICES/CAMERA PLACEMENT 

Shot Sequence: Long Shot > Medium Shot > Close Up 

This a very basic, traditional and effective sequence of shots to start a film or a sequence and 

begin to answer the questions listed above. 

LONG SHOT (ALSO CALLED A MASTER SHOT OR ESTABLISHING SHOT) 

 

Gives the audience a good look at where we are and what the broad information is. We 

can see where the characters are in the scene and where they are in relation to one 

another. We can see how everything relates spatially to everything else. This grounds 

the audience – they know what’s going on. 

 

MEDIUM SHOT 

 

Gives the audience a clear look at who is present in the scene. We can see a little more 

detail about who they are, what they are doing and how they relate to each other as 

well as the environment. 
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CLOSE UP 

 

Gives the audience a good look at the characters so we can see the acting – how they 

feel, what they might be thinking. The closer we get to a character, the more sympathy 

we are likely to feel. That is because a c.u. puts us in a physical proximity usually 

reserved only for people allowed in a character’s intimate space. 

 

USE THESE THREE SHOT TYPES IN THIS ORDER TO INTRODUCE A NEW SCENE AND GIVE THE 

AUDIENCE AN UNDERSTANDING OF THE SETTING, THE CHARACTERS AND THE SPACIAL 

RELATIONSHIPS SO THE AUDIENCE UNDERSTANDS WHAT IS GOING ON. 

Start wide, then come in to a medium shot, and then go to close-ups. 

Once you come in close, you can stay there until you need to go back wider to present 

some NEW information.  

Then you only need to go as wide as necessary to present the new information, and 

then you can start to work in close again. 

EXAMPLES: 

After the initial setup, if a new character enters the scene, or your characters change 

position drastically within the environment, you may need to go back out to a LONG 

SHOT to convey this information. Once the new information is clear, you can start to 

work your way back to a CLOSE UP again. 

If one of your characters suddenly embraces, physically threatens or otherwise interacts 

physically with another character, you may only need to go back out to a MEDIUM SHOT 

to convey the necessary information. 
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Shot Sequence: Long Shot > Medium Shots > Close Ups > Extreme Close Up/Insert Shot 
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This works well: Begin with Establishing Shot, then cut closer in. 

 

 

This variation works too: Begin on the focus of the scene with an Insert Shot, the come out 

wide to an Establishing Shot, then cut in. 

 

 

Avoid something like this unless your goal is to specifically disorient the audience or 

intentionally withhold information about the location. 
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THE 180 DEGREE RULE 

The 180 Degree Rule is a guideline that says when cutting between different camera angles, in 

order to preserve screen direction and logical continuity, the camera should stay on one side of 

an imaginary line, the axis line, drawn between characters.  

The camera can cross the line, if it does so during a camera move so we can see it cross, and 

then a new line is established that should be respected. Or the characters can move and 

reorient themselves during a shot, reestablishing the line. 

You can also establish a new line by cutting away to an insert shot or some view other than 

your characters, but do so carefully and make sure the geography of the scene is well 

established. 

 

Here are links to two short videos that help explain the concept: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y4wX_dmh8_g 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=26TWfpGEP80 
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EYELINE MATCHING 

A principle related to the 180 degree rule is Eyeline Matching. This means that the gaze of the 

character in one shot has to line up with the person or thing they’re looking at in the next shot. To get 

this right, you should put both camera positions at a similar distance from the ‘axis’. You should 

also frame the shots with similar looking space or nose room (more space in the direction they are 

looking). If one character is higher than another, the taller character should be looking down and the 

smaller character should be looking up. 

Consistency is important in relation to eyeline. Sometimes you may need to cheat and exaggerate the 

eyeline to ensure it is clear to the viewer. Physical accuracy is less important than clarity to the viewer. 
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CUTS AND OTHER SHOT TO SHOT TRANSISTIONS 

Every shot leads to the next shot in one way or another. The most common transition between 

shots is the cut. 

In terms of cutting, think of the camera as The One-Eyed Winged Witness: 

 

Imagine that this is a living creature, and we see the film through the eyes of this creature. He is 

the embodiment of the audience’s curiosity, the audience’s point of view. 
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He has the ability to leap around in imaginary space and time, and when he does, he always 

does so FOR A REASON. 

Whenever we cut, our goal is to make the cut feel smooth or natural – what we really want is to 

make the cut INVISIBLE. 

A cut is actually a disorientation of the audience’s viewpoint, but this disorientation will not be 

disturbing as long as it coincides with the audience’s desire to shift to a new angle and receive 

new information. 

If the cut comes just as the audience desires to see something else, it will feel natural. 

So, only cut if: 

You reach a point where the audience will naturally desire new information, and: 

You give them new information in the new shot 

Ideally, as you cut from shot to shot, you want to make sure the focal points of the shots have 

a nice flow, so you are guiding the audience’s eye comfortably from shot to shot. 
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Some good notes from DreamWorks on motivating your cuts: 
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OTHER TRANSITIONS 

Dissolve 

Softer than a straight cut, the dissolve is a fade from one shot to another. The dissolve 

generally indicates a passage of time. 

Fade to Black 

A type of a dissolve, where we fade from one shot to black. This generally indicates the 

conclusion of an event or sequence. 

Cartoons use this commonly, fading out to black, and then fading in from back for a new 

chapter of a story. This is called a Black-Out Gag. 

Wipe 

Where the image of the new shot “wipes” across screen, replacing the image of the 

previous shot. Wipes used to be commonly used to indicate a change of time or 

location, but they are not used very much anymore and can feel gimmicky. Avoid them 

unless you have a specific reason to use them. Lucas used wipes extensively in Star Wars 

because he was specifically paying homage to the old movie matinee serials. 

Match Cut 

This is where the visuals at the end of one shot match the visuals of the beginning of the 

next shot. This is used for visual interest as well as conveying a jump in either time or 

location. The match cut was used famously at the end of the Dawn of man sequence in 

2001 A Space Odyssey: 
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STAGING AND COMPOSITION 

Some good notes on staging and composition from Eric Goldberg, DreamWorks, Brad Bird and 

assorted other sources: 
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THE RULE OF THIRDS 

Compose on Thirds 

Centering your focal point all of the time can be visually uninteresting. Compose your shots by 

dividing the frame into thirds and placing the focal point on one of the intersections of the 

divisions. Compose on thirds most of the time and save the centered compositions as a tool to 

show the importance of an item, character or moment. 
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