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The opening of Rain Man, directed by Barry Levinson, uses a combination of different shots,               
including tilts, pans, and tracking shots, to introduce the theme and context of the film. Rain                
Man is a cross between a drama and comedy, set in a bustling part of Los Angeles. The film                   
follows the life of Charlie Babbitt (Tom Cruise), and his brother Raymond (Dustin Hoffman)              

as they go on a road trip that        
changes both of their lives.  
 
At the start of the film we see        
a black screen, with diegetic     
sound as there are people     
talking in the distance. This     
diegetic sound then   
transitions to non-diegetic   
music, to introduce the title of      
the film. The music used is      
quite upbeat and convivial.    

However, the origin of the music is that it tells of a collision between two tribes. Although                 
implausible, this could reflect the overall film, as the film is based around the ‘collision’               
between being fashionable and cool, and being apathetic, not fitting in with society. This              
indifference is what is represented as being autistic. 
 
Subsequently, the black screen fades to expose an extreme long shot (establishing shot) of              
Los Angeles. The city appears in an orange tone, which gives us the impression that it is set                  
in a bustling city, full of business, and hard labour. As the title fades out, we see a car being                    
lifted into the shot from the right of the screen. This connotes that from the very start, the film                   
is themed around cars and a road-trip, which we ultimately see later in the film. 
 
Levinson then cuts to show the car being lowered from the crane. He uses a low angle shot,                  
looking up possibly to infer that cars are significant in the film. After, we are introduced to                 
Charlie Babbitt through the reflection in the bonnet of the          
car. We see a mid-shot of Charlie. Charlie is represented          
as a wealthy car salesman, with a lust for money. This is            
significant because the film shows the change in his         
personality, as he ventures in a car with his brother. In this            
shot, the repeated use of the car is used again, as it is             
shown in the background, to signify the life-changing        
cross-country trip Charlie and his brother have. 
 

As the car is lowered to the ground by the          
crane, we see a 3 shot of Charlie, and two          
other men. The proxemics of the characters in        
this shot suggest that there is no hierarchy, as         



 

they all have the same status. However, it is clear to see that Charlie is higher in status to                   
the other men as he is seen wearing a smart suit, whereas the other men are wearing work                  
attire.  
This introduces Charlie’s job further, showing to the audience that he is a wealthy              
businessman, working with other people by his side to obtain the cars for his car business.                
The next shot we see reveals the place where Charlie is working. Levinson used a wide-shot                
here to show the vast amount of detail on set. From looking at this, we know that Charlie’s                  
job is set in a run-down area, where a cargo ship is lifting cars onto land.  
 
Levinson uses a tracking shot in this scene as it not only displays the amount of cars on the                   
set, one after the other as the camera moves past them, again hinting towards the road trip                 
executed later in the film, but it also leads the audience into the next shot so we can see                   
where the next shot occurs. 
 
Charlie is shown to be different to the other people in the scene, by the clothes he wears,                  
and the way he moves around. In this shot we see Charlie leaving the building to return to                  
his car. As he is walking towards the cars, we get a clear view of his significance in the film.                    
Everyone around him are wearing hard hats and typical working clothes. Levinson chose for              

it to be like this as it gives        
off the impression that    
Charlie does not fit in with      
his surroundings. 
 
In this shot we can see      
some of the cars in the      
yard. It is noticed that the      
cars that Charlie takes    
most attention to are the     
Lamborghini Countachs.  
This connotes that Charlie    
is only interested in the     

more expensive cars, instead of the cheaper pick-up trucks seen in the background. 
 
The camera then cuts to Charlie driving a car, towards the camera so the car fills the entire                  
screen. This possibly implies that the city is a cramped and restricted space, meaning that               
Charlie wants to drive away from all of the confined space where he doesn’t belong.               
Seconds later we see the rear of the car driving away from this confined space, into a more                  
open, and free environment. As the car drives away, the screen returns to black, the music                
fades, and the scene ends. 

 
In a later scene, we see the       
progression of Charlie’s   
relationship with Raymond. In    
this scene we can see     
Raymond and Charlie talking.    
They are both seen wearing     



 

the same clothes, standing close to each other. This connotes that they have the same level                
of status, which is significant to their relationship as at the beginning of the film we see that                  
Charlie is higher in the hierarchy of them, than Raymond. Furthermore, the proxemics in the               
shot suggest that their relationship is stronger than before as they are standing close              
together. This shot is in shallow-focus, possibly suggesting that they are in an environment              
with drunk people surrounding them. This is further implied because they are standing in an               
arcade at this moment in the film. 
 
I chose to analyse Rain Man as I like seeing how representations of being different to ‘the                 
normal’ person once were, and how views on autism and disability have changed over time.               
As Rain Man was new to the screen in 1988, it is fascinating to see the change of thoughts                   
people have had over the past 30 years, and I think that the way Levinson brings this across                  
is quite spectacular. We see that at the start of the film, Charlie and Raymond have nothing                 
in common, and in one scene, we see the public’s view on autism when Raymond walks                
across a busy road. Conversely, when the film reaches its conclusion, we see that Raymond               
fits in to any social situation, just as much as anyone else, and just because he has autism, it                   
doesn’t stop him being clever and not fitting in. During the film we see that Raymond is very                  
clever on the inside, and what people see on the outside is not an accurate representation of                 
his thoughts. 
 
Rain Man is a comedy-drama, road film. This genre of film is still popular today, just as much                  
as it once was in 1988. However, aspects of the film we see less of now. For example                  
increasingly less films are being produced about the representation of autism and being             
seen as ‘different’. Although this aspect is dying out of popularity, recent films such as The                
Bucket List (2007), The Road Within (2014), and Seeking a Friend for the End of the World                 
(2012) share the same genre. 


