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How do mise-en-scene and cinematography introduce us to Lester’s unfulfilled 

character and the themes of freedom, identity and the American dream in Sam 

Mendes’ American Beauty (1999)?  

The sequence I am analysing involves the character, Lester Burnham, (Kevin Spacey), 

introducing us to his unfulfilling life. Through an autodiegetic voiceover narration from 

Spacey, we learn where Lester lives, 

ascertain his relationships with family and 

neighbours, and discover how he feels he 

has lost something in his life. Although 

Lester’s narration is fairly detailed we 

learn most about his character through 

the mise-en-scene of the sequence and 

Mendes’ use of cinematography as these 

visual elements subtly encode the despair 

that characterises Lester’s 

existence. At the start of this 

sequence the establishing shot 

introduces us to Lester’s home 

town (figure 2). 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mendes approaches this through a crane 

shot which gives us, the audience, a clear 

idea of Lester’s lifestyle: he is well off as he 

lives in the comfortable suburbs. However, 

even here we can also learn why Lester’s 

character is unhappy and looking to make 

big changes. The mise-en-scene in this 

extreme long shot is lacking in any real 

colour, even the green of the trees seems 

partially desaturated and the overall impression is cold and bleak. The streets are also very 

regimented and orderly. This then is a reflection of Lester’s life, he lacks any excitement and 

spontaneity, just like the area he lives in. The one strip of colour comes from the skyline in 

the upper third, perhaps suggesting more interesting opportunities lie outside of Lester’s 

reach in the far distance. This shot also gives us some insight into one of the key themes of 

the film, which is death, specifically Lester’s. The reason a crane shot is used is to represent 

Lester coming back to earth after his death, in order to relive his last year. This of course 

plays an important role in the telling of the story from Lester’s point of view, he has 

omniscient knowledge of the events of the film, so knows exactly how the events played out. 

As such this crane shot, with its connotations of a spirit returning to earth, must be seen as 



 

 

 

                                                             

subjective, with the coldness and order apparent here already connoting Lester’s cynical and 

bleak viewpoint on an America which he finds/found to be unfulfilling, empty and 

constraining. 

 

Having established place and some sense of theme, the main aim of this sequence is 

introducing us to Lester, and to give us an idea of his character and current situation in life. 

Firstly, Lester is alone in the bedroom he shares with his wife, we can see the space next to 

him has been vacated and he wakes up alone. We learn this is typical to their relationship, 

there is no longer any love or compassion, they do not wish to be in each other's company 

any longer than is needed. The colours and decor of the room are very bland and minimalist, 

predominantly beige and white - again mirroring Lester’s character at this point, almost 

externalising his inner feelings of emptiness. We would expect a family home to be full of 

personal belongings and mementos which relate back to happy times and give the room 

character. However, in this shot we can see there are no such items, showing how Lester’s 

wife, Carolyn, has a very compulsive nature and has micromanaged everything in the house, 

including Lester. This becomes a key theme of the film with Mendes using minimalist 

signifiers in his mise-en-scene to represent a life stripped of warmth and humanity.  

 

Indeed, by occupying such an empty space Lester appears isolated in his own world, even 

though this is a room he should feel most comfortable and at home in. Mendes’ use of an 

aerial shot also encourages us to perceive Lester as weak and vulnerable - through the high 

angle tilt down we have been given power over him and he is represented as disempowered 

and devoid of status. Examining Lester's positioning he appears to be ashamed, by turning 

away from the camera and lying face down he seems to be hiding something from the 

audience, which we later find out is his feelings of unhappiness and dissatisfaction. These 

feelings however, will soon surface as Lester decides to make a change, which could be 

connoted in the way Lester rolls over and finally faces the audience, or metaphorically, the 

reality of his life. This key theme of repression is also shown in the way Lester lies in the 

darkness of the room, the morning light is inches away from reaching him, similar to the 

realisation that he is just about to have, but at present he occupies low key shadows 

connotative of his despair.  

 

Lester is positioned left of 

frame and shallow depth of 

field is used, allowing the 

audience to see him straight 

away. This highlights the 

importance of this character 

and the significance of this 

scene- as it aims to show that 

Lester is desperately looking 

for answers. By using 

cinematographic techniques 

such as this extreme close up, Mendes can convey the emotion on Lester’s face and specific 

details such as the lighting. Looking back on the previous scene of Lester lying in bed we are 

shown that his life is a series of lackadaisical rituals. Following up that scene with this one 



 

 

 

                                                             

gives us the impression that Lester’s character is looking to be woken up from this meagre 

existence and he will take any chance he gets to feel something.  

Moreover, the way Lester is looking up towards the stream of the shower could be 

interpreted as a God-like influence washing over him, as if he is looking up for enlightenment 

or some form of guidance. It 

connotes the idea of a 

rebirth or baptism, as he lets 

the water run over him. This 

reinforces     the fact his 

character is currently lost 

and lacking purpose.    

However, almost 

instantaneously after 

receiving this supernatural 

wisdom, Lester turns away 

and looks  

down from the light to the 

lower third of the frame (figure 5). This shows him denying the answers to his problems- 

signifying he is not yet ready to face the change that is needed. Although Lester’s character 

has been developed as rather one-dimensional so far, this small act of defiance suggests he 

is still desires to rebel in a world in which everyone fights to fit in. 

 
As we have seen, Mendes’ use of both cinematography and mise-en-scene are able to 

symbolise significant themes of the film. Subsequently these themes have a large effect on 

Lester’s character, as they change the way he lives his life entirely. In this scene especially 

the theme of love, and how Lester’s life is lacking it, is very evident. We see Lester’s wife 

cutting her prized roses- the rose is of course a universal representation of love and passion. 

However, the blunt cutting action which is shown in this close up shot creates a 

juxtaposition, showing the love the Lester once felt in his marriage has been harshly cut off 

and they no longer have loving feelings for each other. We are shown the cutting of the rose 

in detail close up, signifying its importance and suggesting it has a deeper meaning in the 

film. It acts as a synecdoche for the callous denial of human warmth and affection in Lester’s 

life. On a further symbolic level, the scene heavily features the colours red, white and blue; 

although Mendes denies using these colours intentionally, they are still able to represent the 

theme of the American dream, as they are the colours featured on the American flag. Linking 

this theme back to Lester’s growing unhappiness, we can interpret that it only appears that 

he and his family are living the American dream, that it is only an idealistic concept portrayed 



 

 

 

                                                             

through the media and that, as such, it appears only as a superficial exterior that masks the 

cold, meaningless reality of the interior.  

 

Mendes use of cinematographic techniques signifies that Lester has become distanced from 

those around him and the life he was once content with. This is shown through the racking 

focus, which shifts between Carolyn, Jim and Lester. By never having them completely in 

focus at one time, it creates the idea of a metaphorical barrier between them -creating the 

sense that they are from two different worlds, which reinforces the impression of 

disconnection and alienation in middle class suburban America. By focusing on Lester whilst 

this conversation is still going on, it connotes that Lester’s character is uninterested by this 

sort of interaction and his character’s thoughts are more important. Prior to this conversation 

however, Lester is shown to be in closed framing, the panes of the windows and shutters 

almost acting as bars. This framing technique presents Lester as being trapped inside his 

own home, as if he is an animal in captivity. We learn Lester is looking at Jim, his neighbour. 

Lester views Jim 

as having his own 

freedom, which will 

play into another 

key role of the film 

as it is something 

he so desperately 

craves. The way 

Lester is placed 

behind the glass 

and how he is kept 

out of focus for 

some time 

signifies he has 

become 

disassociated 

from his own 

wife and 

neighbourhood, 

entrapped in his 

unfulfilling 

existence.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

                                                             

 
Towards the end of the sequence we see Lester once again being represented as weaker 

and having achieved less than his family. The way Lester is positioned in the background of 

the shot shows how his wife and daughter are in front of him not just physically, but also in 

terms of the pecking order of his family. Carolyn and Janie are deemed more powerful than 

Lester, which is a reverse on the traditional idea of the man being the head of the family. 

This brings another theme into the plot, as we see Lester fight to win a place at the top of 

this hierarchy throughout the film, attempting to regain some sense of status, identity and 

meaning.  

This shot uses signifiers that suggest Lester is simply ”sleepwalking” through his existence. 

This is sequence quite literally features Lester sleeping through his life, as it begins and 

ends with shots of him sleeping, solidifying that he has entered a perpetual state of limbo. 

This is in stark contrast to Carolyn, who literally and metaphorically, has control of her life by 

the wheel and is driving it into the direction she aspires to go. Lester is happy to coast along 

in the back seat, playing passenger in everyone else’s journey.  

 

Overall Mendes uses cinematography and mise-en-scene expertly in his 1999 film, 

particularly when showcasing the themes of the film. Framing, shot type and camera 

movement are used successfully to help the audience interpret the film in a more advanced 

way. Although this sequence is entirely narrated this is not completely necessary when 

learning about Lester. This in itself shows that the two cinematic codes work successfully, as 

they provide us with plenty of insight into who Lester is and how this film’s themes will play 

out. Cinematography and mise-en-scene may require delicate analysis, but they show much 

finer details as they are effortlessly woven into the plot.  

 

 


